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PART I

MEN OF THE CANE

TENNESSEE, 1816







1

FOR MANY years, mention of Texas sent a chill shuddering down Michael Lewis’s spine. He remembered it as a wondrous place, new and immense and mysterious, shining in the sun. He remembered it also as a place of cruelty and cold terror, for it was there, when he was sixteen years old, that he saw his father’s brains blown out by a Spanish officer who left the boy wounded on an open prairie to die alone in a wild and alien land.




 HE KNEW but little of his forebears, for the Lewises and their kin were by and large a restless people who looked forward, not to the past. They were busy fighting and building and planting, then moving and fighting and building again; they had scant time to do more in the nature of keeping family records than to scrawl laboriously the names and dates of birth, marriage, and death in the front leaves of an ancient family Bible. Even the Bible, more often than not, was passed down only to the firstborn, along with the land and whatever other meager material possessions the elders’ frugality, tenacity, and courage had managed to bind together.

So it was natural that Michael had no knowledge of the first of his Scotch-Irish ancestors who had turned their backs
upon troubled Ireland and ventured boldly onto some treacherous seafaring craft which pointed its bowsprit westward toward a dark and little-known continent. They had been told that in this land a man could do as he wanted and think as he wished and worship God after his own lights, answering to no one except that God. Michael was but dimly aware that some of his earliest ancestors had landed in Pennsylvania when that had been a raw and forested wilderness, its rich dark soil stained again and again by the spilled blood of red man and white. The inhabitants changed faces, changed races, continuing an age-old combat for the right to claim the land’s bounties.

He knew but dimly, from stories heard at his grandfather’s knee, about his family’s struggles to gain a foothold at the eastern base of the Allegheny barrier; of restless men whose contempt for authority and the pretensions of tidewater settlements kept pushing them southward and westward, finally up and over the mountains, then down onto the dark and bloody battlegrounds of Kentucky and Tennessee. They were a land-hungry people, the Lewises and their kin, each generation plunging westward in its. own turn onto new and challenged ground; fighting, registering their claims more often by the grave markers they erected than by ink scratchings on parchment records in some courthouse far to their rear. Even in the old countries, they had been borderers for generations that stretched back into antiquity, so that strife was in their blood.

They were—sometimes with contempt—called men of the cane, these Lewises and the buckskin-clad westerers journeying with them, leatherstocking men who pushed relentlessly through the canebrakes and the forests, always straining the western bounds of a new country. They were regarded by the book-learned and fashionable people far behind them as but little more civilized than the red men with whom they battled for elbow room. They knew ax and plow, but they loved the rifle more. They had learned from the agricultural tribes of Indians to grow corn, squash, and beans, but their preference ran more to game, more to the
hunt than to the field. As the game thinned, and as courthouses moved west and slick-handed lawyers quibbled over such petty legalities as land titles, the Lewises and their kind, long accustomed to putting such niceties behind them, pressed on into places where no quality-bred lawyer or judge dared go.

Thus it was that the year 1816 found Michael Lewis in western Tennessee—a boy as some reckoned the years but a man in responsibility—slipping out of his blankets in the dark hour before dawn with a rifle that stood almost as tall as he did. He moved quietly to avoid awakening his older brother Joseph. He would rather go to the woods and hunt fresh meat for the family than join Joseph and the younger boys plowing and hoeing the field or chopping wood for their mother’s fireplace. He always justified his abdication of more mundane responsibilities by reasoning that his was the best shooting-eye in the family, better even than that of his father Mordecai. He wasted little powder and lead in his self-imposed duty of keeping meat hanging in the open dog-run between the two sections of the Lewis cabin. If there was game to be found, Michael Lewis would find it. He seldom failed to bring it down with the old Pennsylvania rifle passed to him by his grandpa on his mama’s side. Even Joseph would admit, however reluctantly, that Michael had the keenest eye and the steadiest hand, and that he should not waste such a talent on ax or plow at times when the larder was thin.

“He’s cut in his father’s likeness,” Patience Lewis would say. Her eyes would turn wistfully to the open cabin door as if she expected Mordecai Lewis to appear there, where she had watched him leave months ago. Even in his own short life, Michael had helped his father build three cabins, each farther west than the one before it; but it seemed Mordecai stayed hardly longer than was necessary to put Patience in a family way. Then he was off again on some extended mission, some duty to General Jackson such as the fight against the English or the war against the Creeks or a campaign against the Seminoles. There was always, it seemed, some
higher duty to be met than staying home to plow the fields and tend the stock, to patch the cabin, or to meet the debts that kept building up. The boys were old enough to take a man’s part, he would explain each time he packed his possibles and made ready to leave. Michael would watch the departure reluctantly, for he wished he could know his father better. There was no one after whom he would more gladly pattern himself. In many ways Mordecai Lewis was a stranger to him, more akin to the wild things of the forests than to his own family.

Mordecai seldom seemed to see what was right before him, for his eyes were always fixed on far horizons, his questing spirit seeking places others had not seen and had not had an opportunity to spoil. He knew no hesitation, showed no fear except that by his explorations he opened the way for others to begin the spoiling. He could only keep moving farther west, trying to stay ahead of those who leveled the forests and broke the primeval sod.

Materially the Lewises seemed to fare well enough without Mordecai, for Joseph was a good farmer and Michael an accomplished hunter. But Michael was troubled by the longing he often saw in Patience’s eyes as she stood in the open door at dusk, looking toward the dark forests into which her husband had last disappeared. There were some needs her sons were powerless to fill.

Folks said Michael was already the image of his father, except for the twenty-odd years’ difference in their ages and six inches’ difference in their height. The height would be made up in due time, for Michael was still in the midst of that fast growth and change which comes upon a boy in his middle teens. He had his father’s earnest and unwavering blue eyes, the same stern set to a jaw just beginning to show occasional need for the razor.

Dawn lighted Michael’s way as he moved carefully into the woods, alert for quick movement, for sudden sound. The region was generally regarded as cleared of hostile Indians, but some still occasionally visited old hunting grounds, not yet resigned to their irrevocable loss. Children were taught
to be wary of red men in the forest just as they were taught to watch for snakes that lurked in the weeds and thick grass. A major difference was that the snake never attacked but struck only in self-defense, whereas the Indian went out of his way to avenge old blood and retake what he regarded as his own. The settlers who had displaced him indulged in no introspection, no guilt, no need to justify their conquest. That would come later, from generations who had the safety and the leisure that allowed for such contemplation. These first invaders accepted what God had wrought and considered themselves His instruments for bringing Christian settlement into a heathen wilderness. They saw no need to question His judgment and they did not want to risk His wrath by doing so.

Michael looked up toward a rustling sound in a tree. He raised the long, heavy barrel of the rifle, then let it sag as a squirrel skittered across a branch, scolding him for his trespass. He would settle for squirrel later, if the day gave him no opportunity to level his sights on better game. A squirrel now would be small reward for a gunshot that might frighten larger quarry away. Squirrel made good eating; one just didn’t provide enough to go around for the seven children Mordecai and Patience’s love had produced.

Michael came at length to a small clearing where fallen trees had left a tangle of rotting deadfall timber. A series of violent earthquakes a few years earlier had knocked down vast stretches of timber, had changed the courses of streams and created lakes where there had been none before over much of this region west of the mountains. The Lewises had lived farther east then, and Michael had been shaken out of the loft where he had slept with his brothers over the dog-run. The earth’s violent convulsions had left the cabin leaning dangerously and had flung his mother’s old family Bible out upon the dirt floor, breaking its fragile spine. Patience had accepted this as a bad omen and reentered the cabin only to remove from it what was salvageable. With the help of her small boys and a couple of neighbors, she had built a new one. As usual, Mordecai had been absent. He had taken a
large bundle of tanned hides to the settlement to trade for necessities, then neglected to return home until he had spent seven weeks searching the western territory for a likely spot to take up a new and “lasting” home. He had exhausted the necessities on the trip, so the family did without. That experience was hardly new.

Michael made his way over and through the deadfall timber, pausing often to stand stone-still and watch. Such little clearings were a likely place for deer to feed upon the regrowth shrubbery and the green grass, within a few swift bounds of heavy timber and its protection.

He heard a rustling noise behind him and turned quickly, bringing the rifle to his shoulder. A stone’s hard throw away, a boy in a ragged homespun shirt and leather britches labored through the fallen timber. Michael lowered the rifle and let his anger build to a useful level while he waited for his younger brother Andrew to catch up with him.

“Andrew Lewis,” he declared, “you are a vexation and a pain, follerin’ after me thisaway. You’ve made enough racket to run off every critter in three mile.”

Andrew, at fourteen still half a head shorter than Michael and spare in build, met his gaze with the unwavering blue eyes of all the Lewis clan, eyes that betrayed neither trepidation nor remorse. “Two of us can find more game than one.”

“Two can sure enough run off more than one.” Michael knotted a fist with his left hand—the right one had all it could do to hold the heavy rifle—and set it upon his left hip with all the assumed authority of the older brother. In his father’s absence he took upon himself the welfare of his younger brothers and sisters when they were away from Mama and the house. Older brother Joseph had enough other responsibilities to fret him, worrying about the crops and livestock. “What if you was to run into a bear out here, or even Injuns? You ain’t got a gun or nothin’.”

Andrew gave no ground. Grinning, he drew from its scabbard a crude hunting knife his father had forged for him. “I’m armed.”


Michael gave a long sigh of resignation. Self-doubt had never been an attribute of his father Mordecai, nor of the sons growing up in Mordecai’s tall shadow. He declared dryly, “It’s nothin’ to be joshin’ about. Now I wish you’d turn around and go back so I can find some meat for the table.”

“I can help you look.”

“I can find it without your help.”

Andrew had a quiet and sometimes irritating way of laughing to himself. He could find something funny in an earthquake. “You ain’t doin’ too good a job of it.” He pointed with his chin.

On the far side of the clearing a fleshy doe ventured out of heavy timber and into the edge of the grassy glade, pausing in midstride to look around, jerking her head from one position to another. She warily surveyed the clearing, gauging it for danger. Michael held still as two days dead and hoped Andrew was doing the same. He could not afford to look back, for even that slight movement of his head might grab the animal’s attention.

The doe relaxed her vigilance enough to take a bite of grass, then jerked her head up again to glance around once more. Each time she bent, Michael eased his lanky frame downward and raised the rifle a little until he was on one knee, the end of the long barrel resting upon a fallen tree. He cocked the hammer, took a long breath, then a careful bead, and squeezed the trigger.

Through the black powder smoke he saw the doe drop to her knees, so he knew he had hit her. Then, quickly, she was back on her feet and bounding off into the timber.

“You missed her!” Andrew shouted with gleeful accusation.

“No, I hit her, but not through the heart. Come on, we got to trail after her.” It occurred to him that in saying we he had accepted Andrew’s unwelcome company. Well, when they gutted the doe the boy could help him pack the carcass home. Then maybe he would wipe that smart-aleck look from his face. Michael took time to reload the rifle, ramming a fresh ball into the barrel. Papa had once strapped him good for setting off into the forest without his rifle primed and
ready for whatever came. Michael took to book-learning with some reluctance and difficulty, but a lesson a boy learned from the hot side of a leather strap would stay with him into manhood.

When they reached the spot where the doe had fallen, he pointed silently to a splotch of blood and took satisfaction from the quick nod of Andrew’s head. There were times when spoken words were dead weight. Following the trail was easy at first because of the blood, but that thinned and disappeared after a while, and he had to rely on tracks. There came a point in the heavy timber that he could not find even a track. He stopped in frustration.

Andrew pointed. “This way,” he said.

Michael hesitated. “How do you know?”

“Yonder the grass is bent a little, and there’s a broken twig on that tree. Anybody can see that.”

Michael had not. He frowned at his brother, wondering if Andrew’s eyes were that much sharper. “Luck,” he said.

“How do you think I found you?” Andrew demanded. “Papa showed me a right smart about how to foller a trail.”

“All right, you find that doe.”

Andrew went about it eagerly. Sometimes Michael could see what the younger boy found; sometimes he couldn’t. He followed Andrew out of curiosity and a considerable amount of faith in his father’s teachings. Andrew might not be quite the marksman Michael was, but he was a Lewis, and every Lewis seemed to have something he was particularly good at. The beginnings of Mordecai’s rugged features already showed plain in his freckled face, as they showed in Michael’s and Joseph’s. The Lewis financial legacy might be slight, but the blood legacy was formidable.

A shot echoed through the woods, and Michael halted abruptly. A chill shuddered through his thin frame. He saw his own misgivings mirrored in his brother’s widened eyes. His first thought was of Indians. Some had rifles, given them a few years ago by English agents when that country tried to reclaim the land George Washington and some of Michael’s forebears had wrested from the crown. Michael did not have
to signal for Andrew to drop to his knees and hide in the dense undergrowth.

He held his breath, listening. After a minute he heard a shout. “Come on a-runnin’, you-all! Don’t be so damned slow!”

No Indians talked like that. Michael pushed to his feet, suspicion building like a slow fire. He thought he knew who that voice might belong to. They were fixing to steal his deer.

“Hurry up,” he said to Andrew, “if you want fresh venison before the buzzards get it.”

They broke out into a clearing, and he had a clear view of the buzzards. They were named Blackwood, and three of them stood over his deer. One had just cut her throat to bleed her out and casually wiped the blood across the thigh of leather britches almost black with grease and dirt and God knew what all. Another nudged him, and he turned to look at the approaching Lewis boys with a frown that evolved quickly into a dark scowl.

One of the Blackwoods was a year or two older than Michael, about a match for Michael’s older brother Joseph. Another was Michael’s age, and a third was between Michael and Andrew. Michael had pegged them for sneak thieves as soon as one of the Lewis family’s chopping axes disappeared from its block just two days after the Blackwood family started clearing a cabin spot two miles from where the Lewises lived.

Like Michael, the Blackwoods were frugal with conversation and offered none. They seemed to sense Michael’s intentions and came together shoulder to shoulder in a ragged, dirty line. Michael thought a man would probably have to travel a long way to find three faces that had gotten uglier in such a short number of years. He said, “That’s my doe.”

Only the older Blackwood boy carried a rifle. He did what little talking there was. “I shot her.”

Michael moved close enough to touch the carcass. He pointed to the wound in the neck. “That’s my bullet hole. Where’s yours?”


“My second one will be in your ass if you don’t get it back into them woods where you come from.”

Michael walked around the fallen doe. He saw only the one bullet hole. He reached down, grasped the thin forelegs and turned her over. There was no wound on that side. Finis Blackwood had missed. He said, “You-all backin’ off, or have me and Andrew got to whup you?”

Finis Blackwood snickered. “Andrew? Is that the baby’s name? He don’t look much like Ol’ Hickory Jackson.”

Andrew took the insult with a shout and charged into the big boy like a small pup after a bear, catching him unready and hitting him where it garnered Finis’s undivided attention. The middle brother grabbed Andrew and pulled him off, but Andrew had already compromised Finis’s fighting ability. Finis sagged to his knees and bent over, letting his rifle slide to the ground.

Michael might criticize his little brother’s judgment but never his nerve. He leaned his own rifle against a tree and went at the other two Blackwood brothers in a rush that forced them to drop Andrew and concentrate on the larger problem.

Nobody had ever taught Michael how to fight. Certainly, nobody had ever suggested that there were any rules to it except to hit the other man firstest, mostest and try one’s damndest to come out the winner. When one of the Blackwoods tried to hit him over the head with a piece of tree limb as big around as Michael’s arm, Michael leaned into the other brother and took the blow across his shoulder, then kicked his immediate opponent in the groin and turned to grab the limb with both hands. He wrestled for possession, got it, and brought the limb up under Luke Blackwood’s chin with enough force that he thought he heard lower and upper teeth strike smartly together. He turned to see if Finis was back on his feet and looking for another helping of Andrew’s medicine. Andrew had gotten a limb of his own and brought it across Finis’s ear with an authority beyond his years.

“Now,” Michael said, heaving for breath, “this is my doe. If you-all want to argue about it some more, we’re ready.”


Finis Blackwood sat glaring at Andrew and the limb he held ready for further use. Luke Blackwood was rubbing his sore jaw. Isaac Blackwood, youngest of the three, hunched over with his hands between his legs.

A thin line of blood trickled from Andrew’s nose down his upper lip. But Michael took satisfaction in the fact that the Blackwoods looked worse.

He took a razor-sharp knife from a belt scabbard and gutted the doe, saving the liver and the sweetbreads. He hoisted the deer up onto his shoulder and motioned for Andrew to carry his rifle. They started back in the direction of home. His skin prickled with the knowledge that the Blackwoods could shoot him in the back and were probably toying with the notion. But he went on the faith that they lacked the courage. They were a counterfeit lot in his judgment, from their shiftless daddy Cyrus on down to the littlest one he had seen callously squash a turtle’s shell with a rock. The whole mess wasn’t worth more than the price of the tallow that could be rendered out of them.

A rock sailed past Michael and disappeared into the tall grass. The youngest Blackwood, Isaac, was swinging his arm for another throw.

Andrew said indignantly, “He’s chunkin’ us.”

“Ignore him,” Michael advised. “He’s a poor shot anyway.”

Chunking rocks! That was a pretty fair gauge of the whole family’s narrow caliber, he thought. He hoped no Indians came prowling through these woods, for the Blackwood family would be of no use to anybody else and precious little to themselves. They would probably not stop running till they crossed back over the mountains to whatever poor backwater they had come from.

He made up his mind not to look over his shoulder again, for they might take it as acknowledgement that they worried him. Isaac scored a lucky hit with a stone against the small of his back. Andrew shouted in anger and picked up the stone, hurling it at Isaac. “They ain’t whupped good enough yet,” he declared.

“Leave some for another day.” Michael frowned, his back
stinging where the rock had struck. “Mama ain’t goin’ to like your bloody nose. You oughtn’t to’ve follered after me.”

“You couldn‘t’ve whupped all three of them by yourself. Me bein’ there, it evened the whole thing up.”

Michael knew his brother had a point, but he could not afford to compromise the authority of his two extra years. “Just the same, ask me next time.”

“I can’t. You always tell me no.”

When they were well beyond range of Isaac’s rocks, Michael stopped and cut off a tree branch about five feet long. He tied the doe’s feet and swung her from it. He and Andrew carried the deer home between them.

They neared the field where their oldest brother Joseph, a smaller brother James, and sisters Heather and Annie hoed corn. A rock just missed Michael, and he turned in surprise. Isaac Blackwood had followed them all the way home. The boy leaned down and picked up a good-sized stone, putting a strong shoulder behind the throw. Michael had to step quickly aside, or it would have struck him. He saw no sign of the two older Blackwood boys.

“Well,” he said, “Isaac’s got more gumption than the whole rest of the litter. He may amount to somethin’ someday.” He shouted, “We don’t want to whup you, Isaac. Go home!”

The boy did not move, but he did not stoop for another rock.

From the field, little Annie, eight, hollered out her indignation and shook her fist at Isaac. She was inclined to be violently protective of her brothers. Heather, more mature at eleven, touched her shoulder and bade her to silence. Heather had stronger notions of a lady’s obligations to dignity. James, who was six, just stared at first one and then another.

Joseph came to the end of the row to meet Michael, his face creased in rebuke. “It’s a good thing you brought some meat home, or you’d catch it for slackin’ off from the field work.” He shifted his attention to Andrew. “Boy, you better wash that blood off of your face before Mama sees you. What you mean, runnin’ off thataway?”

Michael lied, “He didn’t run off. I taken him.”


Joseph frowned, unconvinced. He repeated, “It’s a good thing you brought meat.”

Annie had dropped her hoe. She hurried to the end of the row, a small girl with a dusty, freckled face and eyes that looked as big and blue as the old china saucers Mama had brought with her from the other side of the mountains. Those eyes stared with admiration at Michael. He was the brother most like Papa, and she adored Papa. “Did you shoot the deer, Michael?”

Michael glanced back at Andrew and felt generous. “It taken us both.” Andrew looked surprised but accepted the acknowledgement with a grin.

Michael jerked his head. “Come on, Andrew. We got to skin this doe.” He reached out to pat the top of Annie’s head and brought a wide smile to her face. Heather stood back without comment. The older and wiser sister, she would probably counsel Annie not to let such a small gesture from a boy—even a brother—go to her head.

Patience Lewis stood in the open dog-run, holding the baby girl Dora and watching. She was a medium-tall woman—skinny, some would call her. The hard work and sometimes skimpy vittles on a small frontier farm gave no one much chance to run to fat. Michael had always adjudged her a handsome woman, though he had only the vaguest idea what men in general considered handsome. She pleased Mordecai Lewis, and that was enough. Nobody had any business making judgments about Michael’s mother anyway.

Patience put the baby down to play on the dog-run. She gave Andrew a grave but silent scrutiny, then said, “You boys got off without any breakfast. I’ll have you somethin’ fixed by the time you’ve skinned that doe and hung her up to drain and cool out.” She glanced at a row of metal hooks firmly fixed to a rafter over the dog-run. They called it dog-run because it was an open space where the breeze could move through between the two sections of the cabin, and thus was a favored place for dogs to loaf or to run. Dogs liked staying there anyway when meat was hanging where they could get the scent of it. Michael always made sure it hung high
enough that neither they nor any stray varmints were likely to jump up and get their teeth into it.

Patience turned toward the kitchen door, then paused. Her blue eyes were accusatory. “You boys look kind of bloodied up. You fall out of a tree or somethin’?”

Michael glanced at Andrew. “Somethin’ like that.”

“I hope you wasn’t fightin’ each other. I won’t tolerate that kind of behavior in this family.”

“No ma’am. We never fight … each other.”

By the time he and Andrew had the doe hanging in four quarters, the welcome smell of fried meat and corn dodgers reminded him of his hunger. His mother made the two go wash the blood and grease from their faces and hands before she let them into the kitchen.

They were almost finished eating when a man’s voice boomed, “Hello the house!” and a tall frame blocked most of the light from the doorway.

Papa! Michael thought. His heart jumped a happy beat. But he blinked and slumped back upon the rough-hewn bench. Uncle Benjamin was Papa’s oldest brother, and sometimes they looked so much alike that it made a body catch his breath. Benjamin was two years older and considerably more prosperous. Only his britches were of leather; the shirt was of cloth. And he owned six horses, the last count Michael had taken.

Michael glanced at his mother and thought she must have mistaken Benjamin for Papa too, for gladness sparked her eyes. She moved halfway across the little room to meet him. She reached out as if to touch him but stopped herself. She said, “Come on in, Benjamin, and welcome.”

“I brought meat. Looks like somebody’s already been out and fetched his own, though.” He gave Michael a smile that spoke of family pride. “Ain’t Mordecai got home yet?”

Patience shook her head. Her smile went quickly to a frown. “You have reason to think he should’ve?”

Benjamin leaned his long rifle in a corner. “Joel Bacon said he seen him four days past, down the trace towards Miller’s Crossin’. Said he was on his way home.”


Concern crept into Patience’s voice. “I don’t know why he’s takin’ so long, then.”

Benjamin replied, “You know how it is with Mordecai. He’s got to stop and bide by all his friends, and he ain’t got an enemy in the world, hardly.”

“He’s got a family.” She shrugged off the momentary resentment. “I expect you’re hungry. Michael and Andrew don’t need to eat all this truck that I fixed for them.”

Michael thought she was being almighty generous without asking him what he thought about it. Uncle Benjamin relieved his mind. “My daughters fixed for me before I left the house, but obliged just the same. You boys better finish all that’s on the table. Looks like there’s a-plenty of work waitin’ for you out in the field.”

Patience said, “It’s a blessin’ and a comfort that you’ve got your children around you, Benjamin. Otherwise, that place would seem dreadful lonely now that Nancy’s gone.”

Benjamin’s smile left him. “It’s lonely anyway.”

Michael’s Aunt Nancy had taken sick during one of the coldest spells last winter. Spring and its warm sunshine had lifted her out of similar slumps in the past, but they had failed her this time. She was a Carolina tidewater woman, small and poorly, and folks said she never should have been exposed to the rigors of childbearing and homemaking on this harsh frontier. They said it was a wonder she had lived as long as she did. But Michael’s own mother was just as thin. Hard work and mean times never seemed to put an intolerable strain on her. She took the work in her stride, and she got angry rather than bitter at the hard times, as if they were a personal affront to be met head on, like varmints in the cornpatch.

Benjamin said, “Michael, your cousin Frank came along with me for company. He stopped off down at the field to help Joseph and the young’ uns.”

Michael decided he had had enough to eat. To be able to visit with cousin Frank was a treat made the more pleasant for its rarity. Frank was one of those boys who could read books nigh as well as a schoolmaster, yet could still knock a
squirrel out of a tree at a hundred long paces. That combination was not often come by. A body could be proud to have kinfolk like that.

He left what remained of his breakfast. “Come on, Andrew,” he said to his surprised brother. “We better get down to the field and go to work.”

He had gotten halfway there, Andrew trudging barefoot behind him, when he remembered he had left his rifle in the kitchen. Papa had counseled him never to venture far from the house without a firearm. “You go on,” he told Andrew. “I’ll catch up.”

He trotted into the dog-run and stopped abruptly at the kitchen door.

His mother and Uncle Benjamin were in each other’s arms.




2

MICHAEL PULLED back into the dog-run, his face burning. His mother and uncle had not seen him. Stung by embarrassment and confusion, he walked a little way from the cabin and considered returning to the field without the rifle. But his father’s teaching had been drilled into him too firmly: trouble came quickest to a man unprepared for it. He turned back and started whistling to give notice he was coming. He spoke loudly to the baby Dora, spraddled contentedly in the dog-run. As he stepped up to the kitchen door he saw his uncle busily putting fresh wood into the fireplace. His mother stood beside the table, hands twisted in her apron, her face flushed the color of a wild rose.

Michael said uneasily, “I forgot the rifle.” He fetched it and hurried out. Turning back once, he saw his uncle standing in the kitchen doorway. When Michael turned again a minute later, Uncle Benjamin was not in sight.

He tried not to think about what he had interrupted. He tried to force his mind to the work, but the image persisted like an unwelcome dream, stirring a resentment he could not totally analyze, even a guilt because he had seen something not meant for his eyes. He felt a strong sense that what he had witnessed was a betrayal of his father. But he realized also that his mother and his uncle were lonely people. Uncle
Benjamin was going to have to find himself another wife one of these days. And Papa ought to be at home, not forever on the roam from one adventure to another while his wife and family stayed behind to shift for themselves. Michael had only the vaguest notion of what a woman’s needs might be, but whatever they were, Mordecai Lewis was not seeing to them. Michael was not sure whom to blame, so he blamed everybody. He walked by his favorite cousin with barely more than a nod, picked up a hoe, and went off by himself while Frank stared after him in puzzlement. Michael took out his frustration by chopping weeds from the corn with the same violence he had loosed on the Blackwood boys.

Older brother Joseph walked over after a time and calmed him a little. “You’re doin’ fine on the weeds, but you’re also choppin’ out some of the corn. One of these days you’ll be wishin’ you had it to eat.”

Michael admitted, “I was thinkin’ about somethin’ else.”

Joseph did not smile easily upon his younger brothers and sisters, for in a strong sense he was taking their father’s place as head of the family. A father was supposed to be an advisor and firm taskmaster, not a playmate. But Joseph smiled. “Andrew told me what you-all done to them Blackwood brothers. But this corn crop is ours, not theirs.”

Joseph had misread the source of Michael’s dark mood, and it was just as well. Michael’s tension eased.

Joseph said, “Frank’s afraid you’re mad at him about somethin’. I told him it’s just them Blackwoods on your mind.”

Michael could see cousin Frank watching him uneasily from down the corn row. He looked enough like Joseph and Michael and Andrew to be a brother instead of a cousin. Old Grandpa Lewis had put a powerful mark on his descendants. “I’ll tell him. That’s all it is, just the Blackwoods.”

Frank Lewis could always lift Michael’s spirits with some good story he had read or heard, or just telling what he had learned observing a bug or a bird or a bear. He also seemed to have an uncommon store of information about girls, which he was willing to share with little encouragement.
Michael had only a limited knowledge on that subject, for his exposure to girls outside his own family was seldom and short. But for some reason lately he had found his curiosity growing, so he welcomed enlightenment. Working alongside his talkative cousin, Michael felt the burden begin to slip from his shoulders, and he was able finally to laugh. Laughter felt good, but it had never come as easily to him as it did to younger brother Andrew.

Sisters Heather and Annie brought their hoes up close to the boys, and Michael felt obliged to shoo them away. What Frank was talking about, no girl ought to hear. And no six-year-old boy like James, either. Heather seemed to understand and retreated without argument, taking her smallest brother with her. But little Annie stubbornly stood her ground until Heather returned to pull her away. “If Michael can hear it, so can I,” she argued.

Frank broke off in the middle of a story to say, “Looks like somebody comin’ yonder.”

Michael leaned on his hoe and squinted. A mule plodded at a slow and deliberate pace, a man hunched slouchily on its bare back. “Aw hell,” he declared. “It’s Ol’ Cyrus Blackwood.”

Joseph had seen him too. He joined Michael and Frank, his face furrowed. “Michael, you’d better git to the house before he does. No tellin’ what kind of a yarn he’ll tell Mama about you and them boys of his.”

Michael glanced toward the cabin. He could think of another reason to get there before Blackwood did. That whiskey-soak was known to be a bigger gossip than any old woman within twenty miles. He said, “Frank, you watch out for my rifle.” Michael dropped his hoe and set off at a trot. He hollered several times to give his mother ample notice of his coming. She stepped out of the cabin, closing the door behind her. She stood in the sun and shaded her eyes with one hand. He did not see Uncle Benjamin.

Patience appeared calm and at peace with the world. Perhaps she did not recognize the man on the mule. Michael told her Cyrus Blackwood was coming.

She asked, “And why should he not? He’s our neighbor.”


Michael caught his breath, then said, “Mama, you know he’ll lie to you.”

“We’ll do him the courtesy of hearin’ him out.”

“You won’t hear no truth from him.”

Only as Blackwood drew near did Michael see a small girl riding behind him on the mule. She leaned out to look around him with half-frightened eyes. Blackwood said, “Slip down, Florrie.” The girl, her skirt pushed way up to show skinned and skinny legs past the knee, got off opposite Michael and his mother and peered shyly around the mule’s hindquarters without coming closer.

Mordecai Lewis always said you could tell something about a man’s character by the way he sat a horse, and the way he got on and off. Michael supposed that held for mules as well. Cyrus Blackwood dismounted in a slow and careless manner lacking in any grace. He was a lanky, loose-jointed man with a beard that looked like a piece of bearskin except that it was matted in places by streaks of tobacco juice; some wet, some old and dried. He avoided looking a person in the eye for more than a moment. While he talked, he would look everywhere but toward the recipients of his wisdom.

He gave Michael the briefest of glances, then touched the fingers of his right hand to the sagging brim of an old black hat. He said unnecessarily, “Miz Lewis, I come to talk to you.”

She replied flatly, “I presumed as much, Mister Blackwood.”

His gaze went to the four quarters of fresh venison hanging in the dog-run. “I suppose you’ve heard there was some difference of opinion this mornin’ as to the right and proper ownership of a certain young, fat doe.”

“I heard my sons say there was no question about the rightful ownership.”

Blackwood gave Michael another resentful glance. “Now, ma’am, there’s another side to that story which you ain’t heered. My boy Finis, he had a claim on that doe too. Your boys beat him out of it.”


Michael declared, “There wasn’t but one bullet in her, and that bullet was mine.”

Petulantly Blackwood said, “When grown folks are talkin’, young’uns mind their tongues.”

Patience said sternly, “Michael is of an age to take a man’s responsibility, Mister Blackwood. He is old enough to speak his mind.”

Michael declared again that Finis might indeed have fired at the doe, but he had missed her. Therefore he had no claim.

Blackwood said, “My boys tell it different, so I reckon we’ll never know whose bullet taken that deer. Seems to me like there’s grounds here for some give on both sides. Since my boy and your boy both shot at her, looks to me like the only fair thing is to share the meat.”

Patience said nothing.

Blackwood called to his daughter. “Florrie, you come on around here and say howdy to Miz Lewis. Come on now, don’t be shy.” The girl hesitantly moved into sight from the off side of the mule, but not very far. Michael would guess her to be eight or ten years old, with a thin face and hungry-looking eyes. He could not help comparing her to Annie, and Florrie came off a pathetic second. Cyrus’s poorly-tended fields didn’t put much food on the family table.

Blackwood said, “I got a bunch more at home like this’un, and there ain’t a bite of meat in the house, hardly. Just seems to me like fair’s fair, Miz Lewis.”

Michael saw his mother weakening as she stared at the hollow-eyed girl. He knew Blackwood had brought her along for just that purpose. “Mama,” he protested, “they got no claim.”

She motioned for him to be still. “Your Uncle Benjamin brought us two sides of cured ham. I reckon we can spare half of your doe. Go help yourself, Mister Blackwood.”

Cyrus Blackwood rarely moved with alacrity, but he did so now as if fearing she might change her mind. “You’re a woman of true Christian charity, Miz Lewis.” He lifted down two hindquarters. Fairness would have dictated that he take a hindquarter and a foreshoulder, but he strained the
quality of mercy. He looked out beyond the cabin where Michael and Joseph had stretched the deerskin for tanning. He said, “If you-all don’t need that hide, my missus could make mighty good use of it.”

Patience did not forbid him, so he took it. He got onto the mule with his load, then motioned to his daughter. “You come on now, Florrie. We got our work to tend to, and so do these good folks. Good day to you, missus.” He heeled the mule into a trot as if afraid someone might decide to take his spoils from him.

Michael’s resentment boiled over. “He didn’t have nothin’ comin’ to him, Mama! He taken advantage of your good nature.”

“Cast your bread upon the waters, son.”

Michael replied disgustedly, “And all you’ll do is lose your bread.”

He did not have to explain anything to his brothers and sisters in the field. They had seen Blackwood carrying away more than he had brought. Michael picked up his hoe and attacked the weeds again, even more fiercely than before. Frank joined him, and he had talked his way through the Creek war and the battle of New Orleans before Michael’s anger ebbed.

Michael sometimes fantasized about his father coming home one day in triumph with a bagful of gold coin and a cluster of well-wishers proclaiming him a hero, but usually he returned as he did this time, afoot, hidden by the night. He brought no sugar, no flour, no coffee, nothing except a bottomless hunger and a gray-bearded old man even hungrier than Mordecai was. Michael heard them coming. He was down from the sleeping loft and out before anybody else. Mordecai stood before the cabin in the moonlight, looking bigger and taller than life, half reality, half a product of Michael’s worshipful imagination. Michael threw his arms around his father, who hugged him so hard that the breath went out of him.

Mordecai pushed Michael to arm’s length. “My, but you’ve growed.” Michael doubted that he had, at least not
enough to notice. Mordecai just never stayed home long enough to remember. “I’d intended to bring you a new horse, son. Had one, but I was obliged to trade him for vittles.”

“I’ve got a pony, Papa.” That was true, up to a point. He had a horse named Blaze, the same age as Michael. If Blaze hadn’t been so old, Papa would probably have traded him off like he had swapped away every other good horse he had ever acquired. The Lewises were lucky to have a mule for the plowing and a couple of old horses they could ride when there was a need. Papa had left here on horseback. That he came back afoot did not bode well for the family’s fortune.

That was of no matter for the moment. Joseph and the younger children clustered around him, and Mordecai gave each a moment of his attention, especially the teary-eyed Annie, before turning finally to the woman who stood in the dog-run, holding a lamp. She was smiling. However difficult the long days and nights of loneliness had been, they were set aside now, and her eyes were aglow with welcome.

Mordecai stared at her a moment without moving. The light of Patience’s lamp fell full upon his tall, gaunt frame, deepening the lines in a square-jawed face which was ruggedly handsome but hard-etched by a lifetime willingly, even joyously, spent exposed to hot sun and bitter cold winds. It was a strong, determined face that often appeared to be chiseled from stone. But the deep blue eyes could go soft, and they seemed to melt now as he looked upon the woman who so long had shared one side of his life but had been excluded from the other. His lips formed the word, though Michael could not hear him speak it: “Patience.”

She held out the free hand, and Mordecai took it. She turned back into the kitchen. He followed.

The children would have gone in behind them, but the old man stepped into their way and raised his hands. He had a friendly grin as wide as a wagon hoop. “Now, young’uns, there’s a time when a man and a woman don’t need nobody but one another. You-all give them a spell to say their howdies.”

Michael studied the jovial gray-bearded face. He could not
remember ever having seen it before. The man said, “My name’s Eli Pleasant. I met up with your papa out west a ways.”

Mordecai was always bringing friends home with him, old friends as well as new ones who would become old friends. He had a way of gathering the rootless ones like some people had of gathering stray dogs, and usually they were just as hungry. They were kin to him in spirit. It was always up to Patience to make them feel that they were blood kin as well.

Michael asked, “Where you come from, Mister Pleasant?”

“Lots of places. Alabama, Kentucky, Missouri, Louisiana. You ever hear of Texas?”

Michael nodded. The word had floated around these hills. It had a strange and exotic sound to it, like some foreign country way across the big water. Texas was the other side of the Mississippi River somewhere, which for all Michael knew was as far away as Europe.

Eli Pleasant said, “I been to Texas too. I’ll tell you about it. But right now I see your papa standin’ in the door, wavin’ us in. He’lows as how your mama knows her business with the cookin’ vessels. Him and me, we ain’t et since early mornin’, and I’m drawed a little lank.”

Pleasant had understated the case. Between him and Papa they put away one of the venison foreshoulders Cyrus Blackwood had not taken. Michael sat on a bench in silence and stared, first at his father because he was such a rare and welcome sight, and then at Eli Pleasant because he was simply a sight. His gray beard hid much of his face, but it did not hide all of a leathery skin. It did not hide quick eyes that looked like flint and seemed to see everything that moved, like those of an animal in the woods. Andrew asked him how many Indians he had killed. Pleasant avoided an answer by saying he had never learned to count past ten. Everything about him bespoke one of those border men always pushing past the limits of what was commonly regarded as civilization, a man of the cane if Michael had ever seen one. It was natural that Mordecai would ally himself with one like this; they had so much in common.


At last Pleasant pushed his bench back from the table and held up his hands. “Miz Lewis, I always said that when it come my time to die, I wanted it to be from overeatin’ at a good woman’s table. I swear I’ve nigh about done it tonight.”

“There’s a-plenty more,” Mordecai said.

If so, Patience would have to return to the hearth. Eli Pleasant spared her. “I’m afraid I’d get spoilt and never want to leave the settlements again. It was most elegant, ma’am.”

Patience responded to the compliment with a faint smile. Most of the time when she had not been busy cooking or fetching she had kept her eyes on Mordecai. For the first time in weeks Michael saw happiness in them like a reflection of sunrise. But at odd moments something else crept in, fear perhaps, or doubt. Michael could almost hear her asking: How long will he stay this time?

Joseph and Michael stood back while Andrew and the younger children gathered around their father, once he had finished his supper. Little Annie clung with her arms around Mordecai’s neck while he told of a big black bear he had killed, and a splendid red stallion he had seen, a wild one that ran faster than a deer. “I almost had him once,” he said. “If I’d caught him, I’d’ve brung him home for you-all to ride. But there’s more like him out yonder, a lot more. Next time I’ll catch a horse for every one of you.”

Michael tried to contain himself but could not. “Next time? When you goin’ back, Papa, and where?”

“West. A long ways west. Maybe I’ll tell you about it tomorrow, but now I’m tired, and Eli’s tired, and I believe your mama is ready for bed too.”

While Papa had been away the girls had slept in the room with their mother and the baby Dora. Now they were shunted off to sleep on the kitchen floor. Heather seemed to understand, but Annie put up some argument, not wanting to leave her father. Eli Pleasant climbed up into the loft over the dog-run to bunk down with the boys. Michael noticed that he did not take his clothes off. He simply spread his one ragged old woolen blanket on a thin cornhusk mattress and lay down, wrapping one end of it around him.


Michael asked, “Were you with Papa when he nearly caught the horse?”

“I was,” the gravelly voice replied. “But it’s much too late to be talkin’ about it tonight.” The man was snoring almost immediately. Michael lay awake a long time, wondering what adventures Papa had been through this time.

Once he heard a sound like his mother crying out. He supposed she was almighty glad to have Papa home.




 MORDECAI LEWIS had never been one to keep his enthusiasms to himself. His feelings on any subject had always been free and open for the world to see and hear, if the world wanted to. Before breakfast was finished, Michael knew the futility of his mother’s hope that this time her husband was home to stay a while.

“I never had it in mind to travel so far,” Mordecai said to the family gathered around him at the table, “but the farther I went the farther I had to go.” His eyes were shining with the telling. They were deep blue eyes that sometimes could not focus on the reality of the moment but could always see the distant dream with great clarity. “I tell you, Patience, it’s a land like nowhere you’ve been. It’s a place where a man could grow up with the country and be rich before he’s too old to take pleasure in it all. It’s bigger out yonder than you can ever imagine, and free for the takin’, just about.”

Michael probed eagerly, “Where, Papa? Where-all did you go?”

Mordecai leaned across the table. The excitement in his voice was infectious. “I went past the Mississippi, and on across Louisiana, and—boys, you won’t believe this—I even rode over into the Texas country itself. I been in Texas!”

The word had always had a foreign sound to Michael and aroused more curiosity than enthusiasm. But the way his father spoke it sent a thrill tingling up his back. Instantly he formed an image in his mind of a vast open land, shining golden like ripe wheat in the sun.


Patience frowned. “It ain’t a part of America even, is it? Don’t it belong to France or one of them other foreign countries?”

“To Spain,” Mordecai replied. The way he said it was almost like shrugging it off. “They ain’t hardly usin’ it. Most of it, in fact, they ain’t even seen. It’s just settin’ out there waitin’ for somebody to come along that knows what to do with it.”

Eli Pleasant had been too busy eating to say anything, but he put in seriously, “Now, you know, Mordecai … just because they don’t use it don’t mean they’ve left the door open for anybody that wants to come in and take it. They’re jealous of what belongs to them, whether they need it or not.”

“I wasn’t thinkin’ about takin’ it, not yet, anyway. But I am thinkin’ of the wild horses runnin’ free, and the price they’d bring if we was to fetch them back here to sell. Tennessee farmers need horses. Texas has got them, more than enough for everybody. They’re there for the takin’.”

Michael put in, “Why didn’t you take some of them while you was there, Papa?”

Mordecai glanced quickly at Eli. Some secret lay between them. Mordecai said, “I didn’t have enough help. There was just me and Eli. We need us a good-sized party of men, a dozen or so, maybe. I figure I can find them around here, men that want to get ahead in the world. One bunch of horses … we could pay off all we owe and have money to bury besides.”

Patience appeared almost ready to cry. “Mordecai, you’ve just gotten home.”

He placed his huge farmer hand against her cheek. He could be incredibly gentle at times, Michael thought, when it came to Patience or the girls. “I ain’t fixin’ to leave right off. It’s liable to take me a week or two to find the right men, and get us some horses to ride.”

Michael said, “I’ve got Ol’ Blaze.”

Mordecai smiled. “I’m afraid it’ll take somethin’ younger and faster than Blaze to catch wild horses.”


Patience showed a faint surge of hope. “You’ve got nothin’ to buy a horse like that with.”

“My brother Benjamin’s got horses. I expect he’ll lend me a couple if I promise to bring him half a dozen in return.”

Michael could see Patience’s hope fade. Uncle Benjamin did not agree with many of the things Mordecai did, but Michael could not remember a time Benjamin ever failed to support him. That was the way things were in the Lewis family.

Michael tried to curb his eagerness but could not. It sounded like a wondrous place, the way his father described it. “I want to go with you, Papa.”

He saw foreboding leap into his mother’s eyes. She did not wait for Mordecai to reply. She said, “No, Michael. Isn’t it enough that one man is always gone someplace?”

Mordecai gave her a quick study, for the brittleness in her voice was not to be overlooked. He said, “Your mama’s right. She needs a man like you here at home.”

“I ain’t much punkin at the field work. Joseph’s a lot better, and so is Andrew.”

Mordecai pointed his chin at his empty plate. “That venison me and Eli just put away … your mama said you fetched it in.”

Michael admitted, “Yes sir, I did.”

“You’ve got a keen eye down a rifle, son. It’s needed here to keep meat in the house.”

“Andrew’s almost as good a shot as me, and better at trackin’.”

“A man serves where he’s needed most. You’re needed here, son, so we’ll say no more about it.”

Michael’s face warmed. Disappointment soured his stomach like a long drink of bad water.

Mordecai said, “You’ll be seein’ Texas soon enough. The whole family will, some day before you know it. I can feel it in my bones.”

Michael did not know how, but he was going to see Texas a lot sooner than that.


He felt that in his bones.

He found Eli Pleasant’s flint eyes boring into him. He had an uncomfortable feeling that Pleasant was reading his mind.

“There’s time, boy,” Pleasant said. “There’s time enough.”

Michael kept his eye on his father when Mordecai and Eli Pleasant walked out onto the dog-run to smoke cigars roughly rolled from tobacco leaves raised in a comer of the garden. It was in Michael’s mind to pose his question again, discreetly, if the right moment arose.

He heard Eli ask quietly, “Are you forgettin’ about Rodriguez?”

Rodriguez. Michael did not know what the word meant, a place perhaps, or somebody’s name. It had a strange, intriguing sound, a hint of faraway places, exotic peoples.

Eli asked, “Do you think it’s fair not to tell them about the danger, Mordecai? This ain’t no tidewater turkey-shoot we’re fixin’ to go to. We just got away from that hellhound and his troops by the skin of our teeth.”

“We got careless, is all. Texas is bigger’n all creation. Them Spanish won’t find us the next time.”

Pleasant’s voice was dark as midnight. “If they was to, we’d never see Tennessee again!”
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SERGEANT ELIZANDRO Zaragosa warily circled the cabin of logs on his black horse, musket primed and ready. The place appeared deserted, falling into the ruin which nature provided for all man-made things left untended. Still, there was but one way to allay all doubt. He dismounted and handed the reins to a tense young private just sent north to the small Nacogdoches garrison from recruitment in San Antonio de Bexar and not yet tested by fire. Zaragosa cradled the musket in his arms and moved cautiously toward the door, walking almost on tiptoe. He could not shake off a nagging uneasiness, for this place had been home to one Guadalupe Lucero, high on Lieutenant Armando Rodriguez’s priority list for execution. Many of these rebels fought to the death rather than surrender and be stood against the wall for their disloyalty to the Spanish crown. Zaragosa glanced back with poorly concealed resentment at the officer who waited a safe hundred long paces in the rear with most of his military detail. Lieutenant Rodriguez would not weep salty tears into his wine if Zaragosa were shot in the line of duty. His pleasure in dispatching the perpetrator would outweigh any short-term inconvenience over the death of a sergeant who walked too often on the dangerous edge of insubordination.


“Cabrón!” Zaragosa muttered under his breath, and paused at the open, sagging door of the cabin. He moved inside, the musket’s stock against his shoulder. He swung the muzzle in a swift half circle, eyes searching. He relaxed then, for the wind had blown leaves and other debris through the open door to eddy into a pile against the wall. The house appeared to have known no guests for weeks, perhaps months.

Its former occupants had fled eastward into Louisiana after Lieutenant Rodriguez had forced the head of the household, Felipe Lucero, to dig his own grave. Rodriguez then shot the helpless man and kicked his body into the gaping hole. It was known that the fugitive oldest son, Guadalupe, had tendered aid and comfort to the insurrectionists who had rallied after Padre Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla’s cry in Dolores for Mexican revolt against the repressions of Spain. After that rebellion had been put down with fire and blood, the younger Lucero was known to have helped the dissidents and the americano adventurers of the Gutierrez-Magee invasion. Those piratas—defeated only at a heavy cost in lives by both sides—had attempted to wrest Texas from Spanish rule and set it up as an independent land, perhaps to be annexed to the Estados Unidos. Such a scheme could not be tolerated, Rodriguez had declared. If all Mexico could not break free, certainly this far-flung province known as Texas with its miserable little huddles of mud and stone and log villages could not be allowed to escape the wrath of the crown and its protectors.

The elder Lucero was not known to have taken part, but it was only to be expected that if his son was a rebel, the father must harbor similar tendencies. And even if he did not, his summary execution would stand as a warning to others that the punishment for dissension was swift and terrible. Sergeant Zaragosa had argued at the time that the old man should at least be taken to Nacogdoches for trial. “We have no proof, only suspicion,” he had said.

Rodriguez had stood firm for immediate reprisal. During the Inquisition, he reminded the sergeant, suspicion of heresy
had been enough to satisfy God. Surely suspicion of treason should be enough for the crown. In such a time of turmoil, trials were a luxury. When no man was to be trusted, the only certainty was that the dead would never rebel again. They would rise only when called to face the final judgment and to be cast into that special eternal Hell reserved for those infidels who did not believe the crown ruled Spain and all its possessions by the grace of God.

Zaragosa looked up at the ceiling. The sun peeped through tiny holes and cast sparkling beams of light down through the dusty gloom to the dirt floor. Gradually the rains and the wind would bludgeon this rude cabin back to the earth, and it would crumble into its original dust like the hope of freedom that had brought so much of northeastern Texas to abandonment and ruin.

A waste, Zaragosa thought, an unholy waste of labor and resources and dreams, for nothing more than the vanity and power of the ruling class, for the pure-blood gachupínes like that damned Rodriguez.

He heard a faint scraping sound and went stiff, jerking the musket back to his shoulder as he turned quickly on his heel. It seemed to have come from a corner, where an abandoned cornhusk mattress lay brown and dirty atop a crude bed frame ax-cut from pine. Uneasily Zaragosa bent to look under the bed. He saw frightened eyes staring up at him. They were the eyes of the old Lucero whom Rodriguez had killed. But that could not be.

Zaragosa knew instinctively that this was the Guadalupe Lucero they sought. The lieutenant would be pleased.

The brown eyes continued to stare at him. Lucero was frightened, but he did not beg. He did not speak at all. Zaragosa started to call out to the recruit to notify the lieutenant, but he held back. He had no taste for this man’s blood. Rodriguez would almost certainly spill it right here, or hang Lucero from a nearby tree. There would be no wait, no trial.

Zaragosa took a long, deep breath, then brought his fingers to his lips for silence. He lowered the musket and made a silent signal for Lucero to remain where he was. He walked
back out into the sunshine and jerked his head, motioning for the recruit to bring his black horse. He glanced involuntarily at the grave of the elder Lucero, dug as the final act of a hard life that had known few comforts. The place of rest was marked by a crude cross constructed of two tree limbs bound together by rawhide. Suicide, Rodriguez had termed his death, the natural consequence of rearing a traitorous son.

Sergeant Zaragosa rode back to the waiting lieutenant and studiously avoided saluting him. They had ridden together since dawn, and such a gesture seemed superfluous to Zaragosa. He knew it did not seem so to the lieutenant, who frowned over the blatant omission.

Zaragosa said, “There is no one, sir.”

Rodriguez had the blue eyes which marked his descent from a long line of pure Spanish forebears careful in their marital alliances. The lieutenant half closed those blue eyes and growled, “You took so much time that he could have escaped the cabin and gone two miles before you entered the door. A stiffer backbone would do you credit, Sergeant.”

Zaragosa felt heat rise into his face, but he was careful not to respond in kind. He suspected the lieutenant was trying to bait him into a moment of foolishness and provoke a pretext for punishment. “The house does not appear to have had a visitor for weeks, perhaps months, sir.”

Rodriguez spat, then glared at the cabin. “He has to be somewhere. My informant said Lucero had returned to gather the cattle his family left behind in its flight, and to drive them back to Louisiana.”

“The Luceros were poor people,” the sergeant said, “like most here. If they owned a dozen cattle I would be much surprised.”

“What is important is that he has returned to this district. He has placed himself where I could reach him if I were not saddled with mestizo incompetents and cowards, scum from the jails of Mexico.”

“These men have obeyed your every command, as have I.”

“With inefficiency and insolence.” Rodriguez frowned. “Sometimes, sergeant, I wonder about your loyalty.”


Zaragosa stiffened. “I am a soldier, sir. My service proves my loyalty.”

“You talk of loyalty, but sometimes I see your eyes saying something else. You should be most cautious not to arouse your superiors to doubt. We are all here to serve Mother Spain.”

“My only mission in life, sir.”

Zaragosa had never seen Spain, nor, of course, had Rodriguez. Many generations had passed since their ancestors had sailed to the New World in flimsy galleons, and the umbilical cord had stretched thin. The dark shade of Zaragosa’s skin showed that some of his ancestors had been here since antiquity. He had but the vaguest notion of what Spain must be like, and little save the language to give him any real tie to it.

Rodriguez said, “If memory serves me well, the rancho of Lucero’s cousin lies some distance in that direction.” He pointed with his chin.

Zaragosa nodded. “That is as I remember it, sir.” He thought the word rancho sadly overblown for the realities of this isolated and impoverished region.

Rodriguez said, “You may lead the way, sergeant.”

May lead the way. Rodriguez made it sound as if it were a privilege, but the point position carried the greatest hazard. Zaragosa saluted in an exaggeration of the best military style. “Yes, sir.” His eyes sought the new recruit, and he jerked his head as a sign for the nervous young man to ride by his side.

He looked back once and saw Rodriguez ride up to the grave, slip his foot from the stirrup, and catch his toe beneath the horizontal bar of the wooden cross. With a jerk of his leg Rodriguez uprooted the cross and let it fall to the ground.

Zaragosa gritted his teeth and turned his face to the trail. It would be God’s justice if Rodriguez should be struck down somewhere and had neither grave nor marker but fed the wolves and the buzzards and the ants.


The young recruit asked worriedly, “If we find this Lucero, I suppose the lieutenant will hang him?”

“Or shoot him. Whatever comes into his mind.”

The young man’s eyes had a haunted look. “They have shot or hanged many at Bexar because of the rebellion. No one is above suspicion, not even the priests.”

Zaragosa clenched a fist. How many more must die before this insanity ran its course?

He heard the bawling of cattle before he broke out of a heavy wood and saw a small farm in a clearing just above a narrow creek. In a nearby field, newly-risen corn stood green, waving in the soft southern wind. A woman and several children labored in a modest garden. A man and two large boys had a dozen or so cattle caught up in a pen. By the look of it, they were branding several new spring calves. Light gray smoke rose from a small fire beside the log corral. He heard the frightened bawling of a calf at the hot touch of the branding iron.

He remembered the place, for he had ridden by more than once during their first search for Guadalupe Lucero. The farmer here had stoutly proclaimed his loyalty and denounced all traitors with a fervor that should have pleased even Rodriguez. Zaragosa rode a few paces into the open, then waited for the rest of the patrol to come up. He saw no threat from either house or corral, but he suspected Rodriguez would send him ahead as a target to test the danger. He waited only for confirmation of his expectation, and it was not long in coming.

Rodriguez demanded, “Why do you wait, sergeant? Proceed, and determine the intentions of those people.”

This time the sergeant saluted with purpose. On the slender chance that someone might be waiting in ambush, he saw no reason not to make it clear who was in authority and therefore most suitable for assassination.

The man in the branding pen halted the work and climbed over the fence. Fear was etched in his brown face as his gaze went beyond the sergeant and the young recruit to the horsemen
waiting behind them. The coming of the military in these mean times was always reason for fear, even among those who had remained faithful through the troubles.

Zaragosa gave the corral a quick scrutiny and saw no weapons more fierce than an intricately-designed branding iron which glowed red in the small fire. He turned in the saddle and gave the lieutenant a signal to come ahead.

The two boys, one ten or twelve, the other some years older, remained inside the corral with the cattle. Their attention was riveted to the horsemen who rode in behind the sergeant. Zaragosa saw the same fear in their eyes as in their father’s.

The man removed his hat. “In what way may I serve you?”

The lieutenant’s voice was heavy with accusation. “Your name is Lucero?”

The man shook his head. “My name is Moreno.”

“But you are related to the family named Lucero.”

The man hesitated. “I once had a cousin by that name. He is dead.”

“He was a traitor and I killed him. He had a son named Guadalupe Lucero. We are informed that he has been seen.”

Sweat broke across Moreno’s forehead and ran down his face. “He is not here.”

“But has he been here? And where is he now?”

Moreno wiped a dirty sleeve across his face. “I have no knowledge of him.”

Rodriguez tried staring him down, then called to the boys. “You two. Come out here!”

Moreno pleaded, “They are but boys. They know nothing.”

Rodriguez directed a menacing gaze at first one, then the other. “To lie to me is treason. Do you know the whereabouts of Guadalupe Lucero?”

The youngsters stood mute, trembling with fear. Again the father protested that they were but boys and knew nothing of politics or treason or Guadalupe Lucero.

Rodriguez signaled the patrol to dismount. He ordered two of the largest men to throw the elder Moreno to the
ground. Moreno cried out that he was a patriot and that he loved Spain. Rodriguez commanded, “Pull off his boots and sit on his legs.”

He walked to the fire and gingerly lifted the branding iron from among the red coals. The stamp end of it shimmered with a blistering heat. “The Inquisition taught us that there is nothing like fire to give faith and loyalty their severest test.” He lowered the heated end of the iron. “Tell me about Lucero.”

Moreno’s eyes were wide and desperate, his voice shrill. “I know nothing of him.”

Rodriguez walked past the three men who held Moreno tightly to the ground. He jammed the blazing iron against a bare foot. Moreno screamed.

Rodriguez paused a moment. “How is your memory now?”

Sergeant Zaragosa looked away, but he could not escape the nauseating stench of burned flesh. He saw shock and anger in the faces of the other soldiers. If the fugitive Lucero were to appear now and attempt to murder the lieutenant, Zaragosa thought he would face little resistance from the soldiers.

Rodriguez applied the iron to the other foot. Moreno screamed again.

The older of the two boys rushed forward. “Stop! Stop! I will tell you.”

Rodriguez stepped back, holding the iron like a weapon. “Be quick, then.”

The boy spoke rapidly and in desperation. “He came looking for his cattle but could not find any. We do not know where he is now.”

Rodriguez turned his hard stare to the younger boy. “Is this true?”

The boy’s fear would not let him bring out words, but he nodded quickly.

Rodriguez turned back to Moreno and ordered the three men to turn him loose. “So! You lied to us.”

Moreno wept. He brought his legs up and gripped one foot in agony.

Rodriguez drew his sword from its sheath.


Sergeant Zaragosa protested, “This man is known as a patriot, sir. He was only being loyal to those of his blood.”

“In these times a man can have but one loyalty.” Rodriguez raised both arms with his sword. Moreno’s eyes bulged. The sword flashed in the sun and made a sickening sound as it struck his neck.

The younger boy cried out, “Papa!” He dropped to his knees beside his dying father, unmindful of the blood. The older one stood silent, more than a little frightened. But mixed with the fear in his eyes was a defiance and a hatred that once kindled would be there for life.

Zaragosa knew the same hatred must be evident in his own eyes, but at this moment he did not care. “The man was a patriot,” he repeated.

Rodriguez gave him a look that invited him to insubordination. Zaragosa recognized the trap and drew back from it.

Rodriguez knelt and wiped the blood from his sword onto the dying man’s pants leg. He said, “The next time I ask one of these mestizo peasants a question, he will be eager to answer, and with the truth.”

The day will come when they will answer you with a sword, Zaragosa thought.

Rodriguez mounted his horse and turned back to the two boys. “Spread the word,” he shouted. “This is what awaits any traitor, and any invader who sets foot in my district. Death, swift and certain!”

His eyes were like blue fire as he swung his gaze to Zaragosa. “Now, let us go and find Lucero.”

The sergeant remounted stiffly. He touched spurs to his horse and set him into a trot, eager to leave this place where the woman and the other children now came running from the garden, crying with fear and grief.

He gave the officer a glance that carried black anger. Someday, Rodriguez. Someday.




4

MICHAEL LEWIS was hesitant about riding to Uncle Benjamin’s farm with Papa because of the worrisome secret he possessed about his mother and his uncle. He feared that through a look or a word let slip, he might betray his uneasiness to Mordecai and be hard put to explain. He loved his father too much to lie to him, though on occasion, when silence seemed appropriate, Michael had neglected to tell everything he knew. Silence seemed highly appropriate in this case.

But he saddled Old Blaze and went, for it was not often he was granted an opportunity to ride in the splendid shadow of his father. Besides, he had always enjoyed his uncle’s place. Its fields were larger because Benjamin Lewis stayed home and tended to them, breaking out new ground as time allowed, whereas Mordecai seemed always to have interests elsewhere and left the day-to-day responsibilities to his sons. Uncle Benjamin had even built two cabins, a small one a few paces away from the larger so his growing sons would have a sleeping place apart from their elders as well as from their sisters. Benjamin had strong notions about the right of things … certainly where his children were concerned. Papa, by contrast, never seemed to bother himself with such details; his mind was on the hills and the
forests. Bringing the children up proper was a mother’s place.

Going to Uncle Benjamin’s usually provided Michael a welcome visit with cousin Frank, who always knew a good story to tell or had something new worth showing off. Today he was bubbling about a colt, but Michael could spare no time for such diversions. Papa had come to see Uncle Benjamin on a matter of urgency. Michael wanted to hear him tell again about Texas, for the name had begun to arouse a thrill, an image of a golden land huge and open; the Tennessee that Michael knew was steep hills and narrow valleys, noisy settlements and deep forests in which the sun did not shine. If the moment came when the climate seemed right, Michael intended to put in a few words of his own.

Uncle Benjamin looked much like Mordecai except more solidly built, with several more pounds on his tall, sturdy frame. Papa was on the thin side. He seemed always to be on the move and took his vittles when providence smiled upon him. For days at a time she turned her face away.

Mordecai and Uncle Benjamin hunched on rough benches beneath the great umbrella of an oak tree while Michael and Frank sat cross-legged on the ground, near enough to hear the conversation but not close enough that they were likely to be sent away on some fool’s errand to get them from underfoot. Uncle Benjamin was mending a broken piece of harness leather. Even when he rested, he liked to busy his hands with useful endeavor.

Mordecai said, “Sure, it’s a gamble, Ben. Everything we ever done was a gamble. Comin’ out here into western Tennessee warn’t no certain thing, but we done it because we thought we’d better ourselves. And we have, ain’t we? Look here at this place of yours.”

Benjamin Lewis had the stressed expression of a man who had caught one foot in a bear trap and the other in a bear’s mouth. Clearly, he was reluctant and looking for a way out. “Texas is to the edge of the whole earth, almost.”

“But I already been there. I tell you, except for the distance there ain’t no more risk in Texas than right where
we’re at, hardly. I never heard one word about bad Injuns. They ain’t got none where me and Eli was at. Them that’s there, they’re friendly.”

“But it ain’t even the United States.”

“It ain’t nothin’, to speak of. Spain claims some kind of a hold on it, but it’s so far from the rest of their country that they don’t do much. Just a handful of soldiers and a little old court there in Nacogdoches, is all I heard tell of. If a man’ll take roundance on Nacogdoches, just pass her by, he can go anywhere he’s of a mind to, pretty near.”

Benjamin vigorously shook his head. “Sounds too easy to me. I never found nothin’ easy that was worthwhile.”

“There’s a fortune, Ben, waitin’ there for the reachin’ and takin’. You know what horses’ll fetch in this country. There’s horses out yonder free for the catchin’, enough to plow out every canebrake from here to the tidewater. We just got to go catch them and fetch them back.”

A dark frown cut Benjamin’s face. “You’ve got a fortune here, Mordecai, if you’d just stop lookin’ off into the distance all the time and see what’s right under your feet. Other men would kill for what you already have. You’ve got a good place if you’d stay home and tend it. You’ve got a bunch of good young’uns, and the finest wife …” Pain came into his eyes. Aunt Nancy had lain since last winter beneath a roughly-chiseled stone marker beneath a small rail fence at the edge of the woods. Watching his uncle now, Michael just about convinced himself that all he had seen was his mother comforting Uncle Benjamin in his loneliness.

Mordecai argued, “But I got a chance to make it better.”

“Seems to me like you’re always lookin’ for a big chance, and it’s always somewheres else. The biggest chance you’ll ever have is right here, where you’re at.” Benjamin’s gaze shifted to Michael for a moment. “If it was your boy Michael achin’ to find new country, I’d understand. We did, when we were as young as him. But there’s gray in your hair now. It’s time you stayed home with Patience and thanked the Lord for the blessin’s you’ve already got.”

Mordecai nodded eagerly. “Soon’s I get done with this
last trip. This is the one I been lookin’ for all my life. It’s my chance to pay off debts instead of makin’ them bigger. It’s my chance to be somebody of my own and not just the younger brother of Benjamin Lewis.”

Benjamin gave him a long and critical study. “I didn’t know you felt like that about it.”

“Ain’t your fault, Ben. But from the time we was little, I always stood in your shadow, seemed like. Whatever we done that was good, Pap give you the credit for it Whatever we done wrong, it was always me. There wasn’t nothin’ for me but to run off to the woods, and I done it time after time. I spent my whole life tryin’ to catch up to you, and I ain’t been able. But you just wait till I bring back a big bunch of fine horses to sell. It’ll be different then.”

“It won’t be different. First thing you know you’ll be wantin’ to drag your whole family off to Texas.”

Mordecai looked quickly away. Michael knew that thought had been in his father’s mind. Uncle Benjamin had read him like cousin Frank would read a book.

Benjamin said, “It’ll be just like when we came here. This was the place you’d been lookin’ for all your life; you said you could stay here forever.”

“But it changed, don’t you see? That’s always been the trouble. Everywhere I went, people follered after like I’d blazed the trail just for them, and people always spoiled it for me. I want to find a place that’ll stay the way it is when I first lay eyes on it. No change, no people, just me and mine.”

“A dream, Mordecai, a hopeless dream. There’s no such place, not this side of the moon.”

“There’s got to be one, and I’ll find it. This time I’ll find it.”

Michael could see his uncle giving in. He had never been able to keep saying no to Papa.

Benjamin said, “Just what is it you want me to do?”

“It’ll take good horses to catch good horses. You know I ain’t got nothin’ fit for the job.”

Michael put in eagerly, “I’ve got Ol’ Blaze.”

His father acknowledged the interruption with a sharp look. Michael had interrupted the flow of his well-calculated
argument. “You’ve got some good horses, Ben. You lend me and Eli one apiece, and maybe throw in an extry to take along, just in case. I promise you’ll get them back and have your pick of the catch to boot.”

Benjamin flinched and cut a piece of leather completely in two. He stared at it in dismay. His voice had a snap to it. “You was ridin’ a good horse the last time you left here. You came home afoot.” He dropped the harness to the ground in resignation. “I couldn’t mount a whole expedition. What about the other men you’re figurin’ to take with you?”

“They’ll furnish their own. That’s part of the agreement.”

“Except you and Eli Pleasant. I’m furnishin’ for you-all.”

“A loan, Ben, that’s all it is. You’ll be repaid with interest.”

Benjamin finally shrugged, as Michael had known all along he would. “All right, Mordecai. You can take that sorrel of mine, Big Red. He’s the fastest thing I ever rode. He ought to catch up to your wild horses. Red’s got a runnin’ mate that he always stays with, Ol’ Jug. Pleasant can have him. Jug ain’t as fast, but he’s hog stout. He can hold anything you and Red can catch.”

Mordecai’s gratitude was genuine; it always was, every time Ben gave him something. “I’m much obliged. And you won’t be sorry, not for a minute. You just wait and see what we come back with.” He glanced at Michael. “It grieves me, of course, to go off and leave the young’uns and Patience again. You’ll look in on them now and again, won’t you? Kind of watch out for them?”

Benjamin nodded, as he always did when this question came up. “Sure I will.”

Michael knew it was time to speak, if he was ever going to. “I don’t know if Ol’ Blaze is fast enough to catch wild horses.”

Mordecai laid his heavy hand on Michael’s shoulder. His voice held sympathy, but it also held resolve. “It don’t matter. He ain’t goin’, and neither are you.”

“Papa, when you left in the spring you said you’d take me with you next time.”

“I didn’t mean to Texas.”


“But I could help. I’m a good shot; you’ve always said so yourself. I can keep the camp in meat so you and the others won’t have to be frettin’ with it.”

“I know you’re good with a rifle. That’s all the more reason your mama needs you here to keep the house supplied.”

Michael reverted to an old argument that had done him no good the last time. “Andrew’s purty near as good a shot as I am, and better at follerin’ tracks. And Joseph takes good care of the field work.”

His father resolutely shook his head, his blue eyes firmly declaring the subject closed. Michael’s throat went tight in disappointment.

Cousin Frank Lewis punched Michael in the ribs. “Why don’t you come out with me and look at my new colt? Time he’s full growed, me and you’ll go to Texas ourselves.”

Mordecai and Uncle Benjamin had turned away and were talking earnestly about Papa’s plans. Michael felt shut out. He swallowed hard. “Sure, Frank. Let’s go see him.”




 ALL THE way home with Papa and the three borrowed horses, Michael kept thinking of a more effective way he could have broached the subject. He wished Papa were as easy to talk into things as Uncle Benjamin was. But at least Michael was riding beside Papa now; that was consolation of a sort. Astride the big handsome sorrel, Papa fulfilled every image Michael had built in his mind. Michael kept looking at his own shadow on the ground, measuring it against Papa’s and wondering how much longer it would be before he was as tall. One thing about Papa: folks might say he had a rover’s restless foot and all that, but they had to look up to him just the same.

Papa seemed to have a way of sensing things. “You’ll be growed before you know it, son.”

“I wish I already was, so I could go to Texas too.”

“You’ll go to Texas, probably sooner’n you think. I have a notion we’ll all go together once I get home from this trip.”

“Is it really as fine a place as Eli says?”


“Ol’ Eli ain’t got the words to tell it,” Mordecai declared, his eyes shining as he talked. “These little ol’ cramped-up hills and woods of Tennessee … they ain’t nothin’ to what’s out yonder. You ride over a hill and you can see into the middle of next week. You ride over the next one and it’s more of the same. Ain’t nothin’ I ever seen that’s a particle as big. And rich soil? They say if you drop a seed on the ground you better step back quick to keep from bein’ hit in the face by the plant comin’ up.”

Michael thought Papa might be exaggerating just a little bit, but all the same, it sounded like a place he had to see.

It won’t be in no few years, either, he promised himself.

They rode by the field and saw Eli Pleasant out in the middle of the standing corn with Joseph and Andrew. He was making broad gestures, probably relating some of his adventures. He had a whole bag of them. Andrew would be listening, holding his breath, but Joseph would have his mind on some way to make the corn grow bigger ears. He was turned more like Uncle Benjamin than like Papa. Business came before pleasure. In fact, business was his pleasure.

Riding up to the cabin with his father, Michael saw a mule tied to a post. Mordecai asked with his eyes. Michael said with no attempt to hide his displeasure, “That’s Ol’ Man Blackwood’s mule. He’s probably come to beg somethin’ off us again.”

Mordecai said with mild reproach, “Now, son, it ain’t meant for us to speak ill of our fellow man.” He was still feeling good about getting the horses from Uncle Benjamin. “Surely Ol’ Cyrus must have some good points.”

“The only good one I know is that he don’t come around very often.” Only when he wants something, he thought, but he held that back. Papa ought to be able to read character for himself, especially when it was as plain as yesterday’s tobacco juice in Cyrus Blackwood’s beard.

Blackwood was lying on the ground in the shade of a tree while his mule stood hitched in the sun. The man got up and stretched himself and slowly followed Mordecai and Michael and the horses down to the pole pens. “Howdy, Mordecai,” he said. “I see you got home.”


That, Michael thought, was about as intelligent as the conversation was likely to get.

“I’m here, Cyrus,” Mordecai replied pleasantly. “What can I do for you?”

Damn, Michael thought, you shouldn’t have asked him that! He’ll be an hour telling you what-all.

But Cyrus came directly to the point, almost. “I hear you’re a-fixin’ to go out west and catch you some horses.”

Mordecai’s face betrayed a beginning of doubt. “I been talkin’ to some folks about it.”

“I was hopin’ you’d see fit to let me ride along with you.”

Mordecai frowned now. “You, Cyrus? Why on earth would you be wantin’ to make a trip such as that?”

“Same reason as you, I reckon. I … my family could sure use some money. I’d guess that a bunch of horses would fetch a right smart price.”

Michael could see his father begin casting about for a way to get out of this. “I ain’t takin’ nobody but single men and one widower that ain’t got nobody. You got family needin’ you.”

Michael thought the argument was beginning to sound much like Uncle Benjamin’s. And it was having about as much effect.

Cyrus said, “I got boys big enough to see after things here. The boys are better at farmin’ than I ever was; Isaac anyhow. Missus, she acts like she’s happier when I ain’t around too much. Name’s Charity, you know. Ain’t got much charity about her when it comes to me.”

Mordecai began to tell things he had not mentioned to Uncle Benjamin. “It’s a long ways, and there ain’t no tellin’ what-all could happen. We got Injun country to go through. And when we get to Texas we won’t be protected by no American laws. Them Spanish, they could do just about anything they was of a mind to with us, and there wouldn’t be nobody we could look to for help.”

Nothing swayed Cyrus Blackwood. He kept arguing need until Mordecai ran out of counter arguments. Finally Mordecai was down to one last reservation. “All I see is that mule,
Cyrus. He won’t be no good to you in the job we got cut out for us.”

“Now,” Cyrus said, “don’t you fret none about that. I know where I can lay my hands on a real good horse, the match of anything you just brought in. When did you say we was leavin’?”

“Day after tomorrow mornin’, first light. The boys’ll be gatherin’ here tomorrow so we can make an early start.”

“I’ll be here,” Cyrus said. He grabbed Mordecai’s hand and shook it violently. “I’m much obliged to you, Mordecai. You don’t know what this’ll mean to my family.”

Mordecai stared helplessly after him as Cyrus untied the mule, wriggled up bareback and rode the animal away in a long, splay-footed trot. He said, “I never did tell him he could go.”

Michael observed, “He’ll probably get tired after a day or two and turn back. Especially if he’s got to do any work.”

Mordecai shrugged. “One more pair of hands might make a difference somewhere down the line.”

Michael knew Cyrus better than Mordecai did. He knew the whole family. “You’ll have to be watchin’ him all the time. When he does turn back he’ll steal whatever he can get his hands on.”

Mordecai frowned at his son. “I don’t know where you get your dark ways of lookin’ on people. It don’t come from me.”




 AFTER SUPPER Mordecai and Eli Pleasant huddled together in the kitchen, talking plans. Papa was going to ride to the settlement the next day and sell pelts that Michael and Andrew had put together after Mordecai had left the last time and before warm weather spoiled the trapping. That money would go for supplies. Mordecai always traveled light, relying upon his ability to live mostly off the land, and Michael supposed from the gaunt look of him that Eli was used to doing the same. But powder and lead and coffee and flour were things they couldn’t find in the woods.

Listening to their talk, Michael felt a tingling sensation
from his rump halfway up his back. The longer he considered, the more the thought of staying behind made his stomach feel sour.

An idea had come to him during the night after Papa had first mentioned his plan. It had been just a wild notion in the beginning, but he had kept sifting through it for whatever parts of it might serve reality.

Papa was in for a surprise.

The men began to gather as the next day wore on. With each new addition the air became more electric, like before a spring thunderstorm. There was Old Man Wilson from down on Buck Holler, who had gone with Papa and Uncle Benjamin the time they followed Andrew Jackson off to fight the British. There were the two Macklin brothers from over on Muddy Branch. The sheriff would be tickled to see them leave the country for a while; they were always starting a scrap down at the settlement, fighting each other if they couldn’t get somebody else to mix into it. There was a book-learned man named Judkins some said had come from a wealthy planter family over in Virginia but had been turned out on his own because he couldn’t leave the whiskey alone. Michael figured he’d get precious little of it on this trip. Papa liked the jug as well as anybody when he was home, but he didn’t hold with it on the trail. It put a man at too much disadvantage, he always said, like wearing his left boot on his right foot. Nature provided enough to confound a man without him making it worse on his own account.

Other men were strangers to Michael, but Papa seemed to know them well enough. They were his kindred spirits, men of the cane. By suppertime there were nine, not counting Papa and Eli Pleasant. They were buckskin men, for the most part, carrying long rifles, long knives. A couple wore pistols in leather holsters. They were a rough-looking bunch all in all, Michael thought, capable of riding into the biggest hostile Shawnee camp that ever was and making a smoking ruin out of it. That was the kind of men Mordecai had always seemed to gather around him, men who took more glory in the challenge than in the accomplishment.


And their horses … Rarely had Michael seen so many likely animals in one place, though he thought none were as good as the sorrel Uncle Benjamin had loaned Papa.

When this bunch lights into them wild ones, he thought, it’ll be a sight to see.

There was a lot of laughing and joking and loud talking around the cabin that afternoon and evening, but none of it came from Mama. Michael had not heard her say ten words all day except whatever was necessary to get the work done and the family and the newcomers fed. She kept looking at Papa with eyes that were sometimes sad and sometimes angry.

Little Annie clung to her father’s neck as much as he would tolerate when he was sitting, or to his leg when he was standing. Heather, because she was eleven and nearly grown, was more reserved and held her distance. But her blue eyes were as sad as Mama’s.

Darkness came, but Cyrus Blackwood did not. Michael was afraid to mention his name for fear that the old reprobate would appear. Speak of the devil … He saw Papa look hopefully in the direction of the Blackwood place a couple of times. He couldn’t tell whether Papa wanted Cyrus to show up or wished he wouldn’t.

Eli Pleasant had already voiced his opinion in no bashful terms. He had sized up Cyrus Blackwood and declared that he would as soon ride to Texas with a boil on his butt.

The men rolled out their blankets and slept on the ground, all except Mordecai, who spent his last night at home where a married man should, in bed with his wife. Instead of sleeping with the boys up in the loft, as he had done these past several nights, Eli Pleasant carried out his one blanket and joined the rest of the men. But not before he took Michael aside for a little quiet counsel.

“Now, young feller,” he said earnestly, “I know you’re disappointed, but long as you live under your papa’s roof you got to stand by him and do as he says.”

Michael argued, “When Papa was sixteen he was travelin’ with a bunch, makin’ a trail over the mountains.”

“You’re old enough, I don’t question that. But your daddy
ain’t told it all. There’s more risk than he’s let on to your mama about, a heap sight more. A man don’t win high stakes without he bets high stakes, and Mordecai is bettin’ his life. But he ain’t bettin’ yours.” Pleasant laid both hands heavily on Michael’s shoulders. “You got a lot of your papa in you. I seen that right off. You’ll pretty soon be off chasin’ the wild geese like me and your papa, and more than likely leavin’ some good woman behind to cry just like your mama.”

“You think Papa’ll ever catch them wild geese?”

“No. It’s the chasin’ he lives for, not the catchin’. He sows, but other men reap. I’m afraid you’ve got that look about you too. I hope I’m wrong, because it’s a sickness without a cure.”

Michael lay awake long after everybody went to sleep. When he thought he was reasonably safe he rolled his blanket and climbed quietly down from the loft. He paused in the dog-run to lift a ham from a hook, then went to the shed for his bridle, blanket, and saddle. As he expected, he found Blaze standing outside the pen, fraternizing with the horses on the inside. Blaze made no fuss as Michael walked slowly to him and slipped a loop around his neck. Michael put the saddle on Blaze’s back and led him a little way into the wood. There he dumped everything on the ground behind a screening of underbrush, tied Blaze at the end of the rope, and hung the ham from a limb high enough that no varmint was likely to steal it during the night.

He patted Blaze on the neck before he left him. “Sorry, old boy, but you’re goin’ to have to wait here till I’m ready.”

He worked his way carefully back to the cabin and up the ladder to the loft. He lay on the straw and hoped no one would notice in the morning that his blanket was gone.

The men began stirring in the yard long before any sign of daylight appeared in the east. Michael was the first to climb down from the loft. He bumped into Mordecai, who came out of the sleeping side of the double cabin. “Up already?” Mordecai asked cheerfully. “That’s what I like to see, a lad so full of ambition that he wakes up the roosters. You go in
the kitchen and kindle a fire for your mama so she can start breakfast. We’ll be wantin’ to travel as quick as we can.”

Heather and Annie, sleeping in the kitchen, awakened when Michael started bumping the firewood around. Annie asked fearfully, “Is Papa gone already?” She looked relieved when Michael told her he was not. Heather did not speak, but her eyes said she was trying hard to act grown and not cry.

By the time Patience came into the kitchen, Michael had a good blaze going in the hearth. He thought she might offer some compliment, but she said brusquely, “You’ve put on too much wood. You want me to burn everything up?” Her eyes had a hollow look. She had been crying, and he doubted she had slept much.

“It’ll be all right,” he offered tentatively. “Papa’ll be back before you know it, hardly.”

She grimaced. “And stay maybe a week. Here, grind up some coffee. Wouldn’t want them startin’ a long trip without even a cup of coffee.”

His sisters got dressed while Michael’s back was turned, and he gladly relinquished the woman’s work to them. He wanted to get out of the kitchen before he made some mistake that would put Mama in an even worse mood. He heard a familiar voice, loud in the early-morning darkness, and felt disgust. Old Man Cyrus Blackwood was telling the bunch what-all he was going to do with any Indians they might run into on the way, and how he was going to spend the money when they got back with those horses. A new rifle, a new steel plow like the big planters had, several store-bought suits of clothes so he could have a change any time he wanted one, whether the old woman had done her washing or not. Maybe even a new chopping ax for his wife; she was having a hard time keeping a sharp edge on the one she had.

Well, Cyrus would probably tire quickly and turn back. Or the men would tire of him and chase him back.

Breakfast finished, Mordecai bid his children good-bye one by one, lingering longest with the sobbing Annie, who would not let go of his neck until he forcibly pried her loose.
He hugged and kissed Patience, then got on his horse and shouted, “Let’s be on our way,” like he couldn’t wait to get started. It was still so dark that Michael could not tell what color horse Blackwood was riding. At least it wasn’t that old mule.

Patience stood in the dog-run and watched until Mordecai and the other riders disappeared into the darkness. She rubbed a hand across her eyes and said, “All right, let’s not be lettin’ the Lord and the daylight catch us idle.”

Michael went out to milk the cow, then picked up a hoe and walked to the garden. Every so often he felt compelled to glance toward the place where he had staked Blaze and cached his traveling outfit.

A couple of hours after daylight, two men named Thomas rode up to the garden where Michael and his brothers were working. Their faces looked grim. The older of the pair asked, “You-all seen any strangers come by this mornin’?”

Michael and Joseph and Andrew glanced at one another. James, being just six, stared in silent curiosity at the men. Because Joseph was the oldest, he did the answering. “No, sir. Ain’t been no strangers come this way.”

Thomas said, “Somebody stole a horse out of our pen durin’ the night. Black horse, he was, with a snip nose and a star on his forehead. Stockin’ on the right foreleg.”

Andrew put in, “Maybe it was Injuns.” He sounded almost eager about it. Very little exciting ever happened around here.

Concern leaped into Joseph’s eyes. “Come to think of it, 01’ Blaze ain’t been around this mornin’.”

Michael saw trouble coming and quickly headed it off. “Ol’ Blaze was here just a little while ago. I seen him.” Joseph appeared satisfied, and Michael eased.

Thomas shrugged. “Well, if you-all see anything of my horse, I’d be obliged if you let me know.” The two men rode away.

Michael suspected he knew why Cyrus Blackwood had been able to leave the mule at home.




5

CONTROLLING HIS impatience was like skinning a bear with a dull knife, but Michael had to give Papa and the others a head start. Often as not, Mordecai forgot something the first time and had to come back. If Michael were caught trailing after him, Papa would not give him a second chance. So he stayed in the garden and worked like he was being paid for it. That came dangerously near arousing his older brother’s suspicion.

Joseph stared at him in disbelief. “I ain’t seen you put in so much sweat since I don’t know when. I figured you’d crawl up into the loft and sulk when Papa didn’t take you.”

Michael hoped his eyes did not betray the excitement which had his body tingling. “That wouldn’t change anything.”

“No, but I figured you’d take it a lot harder. I swear, you may make a farmer in spite of yourself.”

A while after the Thomas brothers left, Michael became convinced Papa had not forgotten anything and was not coming back. It was time. He pointed toward the woods. “Looky yonder, Joseph. Did you see that?”

His brother glanced up from the hoeing and frowned. “See what?”

“A big fat doe just come out of the timber. Right yonder.”


Joseph squinted, trying hard to see. “If she did, she’s gone now.”

“She was there. She’d look mighty good quartered and hung up in the dog-run.”

“You’re just tired of the hoe.”

“I’ll go fetch her.” Michael gave Joseph no opportunity for argument. He walked briskly to the cabin for his rifle. He filled the shot pouch and powderhorn with all they would hold. Patience Lewis watched with curiosity, hands on her slender hips. “You fixin’ to go to war?”

“I just seen a big fat doe.”

“How many shots you figure it’ll take?”

Michael tried to cover his nervousness. “I like to always go prepared.”

Patience placed one hand on top of his head. The last year or two he had grown tall enough that she had to look up to him, almost like she did Papa. “I saw you out there beatin’ the ground to death with that hoe. I know how disappointed you are.”

“It’ll be all right,” he said, trying to shrug it off.

His mother’s gaze was steady and penetrating, as if she could read what was in his mind. It made him uncomfortable. She said with regret, “You’ve got eyes just like your papa’s, and they’re always lookin’ off into the distance, like his. I’m afraid they’ll never be at peace. They’ll never see a place they’re content to settle on.”

He started toward the door, then paused. He turned to see his mother still watching him. He felt himself compelled to go back to her. “Mama …”

“Yes?”

“Nothin’, just …” He leaned down and kissed her, then turned quickly away. He walked hurriedly toward the woods. He turned once to look back. She was watching him from the dog-run, a hand shading her eyes.

I believe she knows. The thought shook him for a moment, and he half expected that she would send Joseph to catch him. But she did not. If she knew and made no move to stop him, he reasoned, it meant she realized it was time to cut the
string, to let him seek his own destiny. Papa had been on his own younger than this.

He turned once again as he entered the timber. His brothers were still in the garden. Joseph was working, but Andrew had stopped, his gaze following Michael. Andrew was always the one quickest to laugh, but now his shoulders were slumped. He had an uncanny way of sensing things. He knows too, Michael thought. Somehow they both know.

He went directly to the place where he had left Blaze tied and his saddle stashed. Blaze’s ears pricked forward. He hadn’t had much chance to graze, for grass was scant amid this heavy pine timber that blocked off the sunshine, and the rope had left him only a little room to move around. Well, he’d just have to make do. He could drink when they crossed the creek a little ways down the trail, but he would have to put off grazing until Michael decided to stop.

Michael saddled him and tied the rolled blanket behind. He retrieved the ham he had left hanging high in a tree and set out through the woods at a fast trot. He wanted to make as much early distance as possible in case his mother began to have second thoughts and sent somebody out after him. A couple of miles farther on he cut into the trail that travelers and hunters used going west. The tracks of the horses were fresh and deep and easy to see. He might wish later that he had Andrew’s ability at tracking, but so long as Papa left this clear a trail, he should have no trouble following.

The afternoon was well along when he came upon a place where the remnants of a campfire still smouldered. The horse hunters evidently had nooned here, boiling coffee, frying venison. Michael became aware of his own hunger. He had no utensils for cooking, but he rekindled the fire with fresh wood. He loosened the saddle’s girth and staked Blaze at the end of the rope to allow him to graze. He sliced off a cut of ham and wrapped it around a stick, then held it over the fire. The meat came undone and fell into the coals. He retrieved it with the point of the stick, dusted most of the ashes and dirt off onto his pants leg and tried again. His impatience did not allow the ham time to cook through. The result
was barely passable, but he was hungry enough to get it down despite the clinging ashes and the gritty sand. There had been no opportunity to sneak bread out of the cabin. He had done well to get away with a supply of powder and shot.

His skin prickled with the need to be on the move, but he could tell that the men had rested their horses a while. To do less would be to risk overrunning them. He stretched out on the ground and tried to nap; he had not slept much last night. But the nervousness and excitement had his blood pumping too strongly. Before long he tightened the girth, coiled the rope, and resumed his journey.

Increasing freshness of the horse manure warned him late in the afternoon that he was pressing too closely. Caught now, he would almost certainly be sent home.

He stopped before dark and struck a small fire with flint and steel, cooking another piece of the ham. If it had tasted poor at noon, it was even less appealing now. He could see where he was going to become almighty tired of existing on ham, augmented by a few berries he managed to pick along the way. It occurred to him that he had not planned this trip as carefully as he might.

Well, his father had told him of living on water and air for days at a time. A man was not so easily killed as was commonly supposed, Mordecai had said. Determination was not to be discounted.

At dark Michael spread the blanket, lying on half of it and pulling the other half over him. He listened to the sounds awakened by the night—the birds, the crickets, the occasional distant howling of a prowling predator. He had slept in the woods many times, hunting with his father, but this was his first time alone. He found more thrill in it than threat. Mordecai had taught him that a man had little to fear so long as he understood the woods and its creatures and met them on their own terms. The concern, if there was one, was with the human animals, and with oneself. More than anything else, Mordecai had told him, a man had to come to terms with himself, smothering both his pridefulness and his self-doubts.


“A man has got to know what he can do and what he can’t,” Mordecai had counseled. “And bein’ by yourself is somethin’ some just can’t stand for long at a time. If you ain’t your own best company, the woods’ll leave you crazy or dead.”

At dawn Michael moved Blaze to give him a fresh patch of grass to graze upon before they set out again. He shot a rabbit feeding on the underbrush, trusting that his father and party were far enough ahead not to hear, or if they heard would not be curious enough to come back and investigate. After all, they were traveling through a partially-settled country. He roasted the rabbit on the end of a stick, glad to give the ham a rest. His hunger did not let him wait for the meat to be done. He ate part of it still pink in color while the rest finished cooking over the shimmering coals. He knew he should save part of it for noon, but he felt too hungry. When he kicked dirt over the fire to smother it, nothing was left of the rabbit but hide, innards, and a scattering of small bones.

Once during the morning he encountered a few minutes of confusion and wished for his younger brother Andrew. A set of tracks pulled out of the main trail and branched off to the south. He struggled over his decision, whether to follow those or remain with the larger trail and the tracks that continued upon it. He decided there probably were not enough horses in the split-off group to be his father’s bunch. Still, a lingering doubt pestered him through the day. During his noon stop for rest he was unable to nap for worrying.

He found little comfort in an adage of his father’s: when you make up your mind to something, stay with it and don’t let doubts lead you astray. Mordecai had always added with a grin that it probably wouldn’t make much difference in the long run anyway; chances were that either choice would be wrong.

He saw a couple of deer and considered shooting fresh meat, but concern over the tracks left him no patience for it. Toward evening he made another decision. The only way to set his mind at ease was to sneak up on the horsemen’s
camp. Darkness dropped down hurriedly over the dense woods. He could not see the tracks anymore. He had to go on faith that the horsemen still followed the old wagon trace.

Thinking he smelled woodsmoke, he stopped. The notion passed, and he was about to ride on when the smell came again. In the distance he saw a faint point of firelight. Blaze raised his head, catching the scent of the smoke or perhaps of other horses. If Michael rode closer, Blaze was likely to whinny and give him away. He tied the horse and moved on afoot.

He saw figures moving casually around the fire, as men would when cooking up a mess of vittles. The smoke brought an aroma of coffee, of roasting meat, that reminded him he had taken no supper. The ham was becoming tiresome, cooked on a stick without salt or any of the other seasonings his mother and sisters used to give it flavor. He thought he was moving silently, but suddenly he came upon a large dark shape and heard a snort of alarm. He had almost walked into the horses, tied along a picket line.

A voice at the fire said, “Somethin’ spooked a horse. Could be a catamount prowlin’ around. We better go take a look.”

Michael retreated back into the timber and dropped behind the black curtain of underbrush. He held his breath as footsteps crunched the fallen mat of old leaves. A man said, “I don’t see nothin’, Mordecai.”

His father’s voice replied, “It was probably that dun horse of 01’ Wilson’s, bitin’ at one of the others. He’s been tryin’ for two days to take a chunk out of my sorrel.”

Michael took comfort in knowing this was Mordecai’s camp. But being so near his father brought him a feeling akin to homesickness. He wanted to rise up and announce himself, especially when his stomach growled and the smell of food tantalized him wickedly. But he had not traveled far enough yet. Mordecai would probably send him home.

With regret that went all the way to the bone, he pushed himself to his feet and walked back to Blaze. He backtracked in darkness a mile or so. He dared not build a fire
and risk its being seen. He made a dry, hungry camp, then spent a restless night with little sleep. He woke to see three deer browsing in plain sight and knew he could not afford to shoot one so near his father’s camp.

Texas, he thought, had better be one hell of a grand place.




 HIS FIFTH evening, he still had half the ham left, and the sight of it was enough to set him gagging. He had seen no game all day fit to kill, though late in the afternoon he had managed to bag a small rabbit. He made camp at dusk, skinned the rabbit and built a fire. He had the rabbit about half done at the end of a stick when he heard a rustling in the undergrowth and a grunt he took to be human. Heart skipping, he propped the rabbit and stick against a log, grabbed his long rifle, and jumped to his feet. “Who’s out there?” he demanded.

A reply came from behind the vegetation. “Now, don’t you get excited and pull that trigger, young feller. It’s just me and Ol’ Quint. Ain’t no harm in neither of us.”

Michael’s first thought had been of Indians. But he decided to judge for himself about the potential harm. He had heard enough stories to know that all the wild things in the woods were not animal. He held the rifle ready. He tried to make his voice sound deeper and older than it was. “You-all come on out where I can see you.”

The brush crackled, and two men stepped into the trail. Each carried a rifle and a small pack of possibles. Both were lanky and bearded and looked as if they had not been out of the woods since Christmas. As they approached, they smelled that way too.

The one who had spoken had a patch where one eye was supposed to be. That did not lend to his beauty. He said, “We smelt your fire.”

Suspiciously Michael asked, “How come you-all out yonder instead of on the trail?”

“We wasn’t sure but what you might be Injuns. Me and Quint, we ain’t got along too good with Injuns lately, you
might say.” Patch-eye nodded toward Michael’s rifle. “I sure wish you’d lower that thing. Rifles make Quint awful nervous, especially from the business end. They kind of bother me too.”

Michael lowered the muzzle a little, but not so much that he could not bring it up again in a hurry.

Patch-eye shifted his attention to the tiny campfire. “I see you was fixin’ you some rabbit. Me and Quint, we ain’t et nothin’ since yesterday. We’d be much obliged if you seen your way clear to share some of that with us.”

The fact that they asked gave Michael some relief. They could have rushed him and taken it if they wanted to. He lowered the rifle more. “The rabbit’s kind of small, but I got a ham.” He motioned toward it. “You-all might find that to your likin’.”

Patch-eye glanced at his partner and grinned. “Ham. You hear that, Quint? Why, we’ve forgot what hog tastes like. The Lord hisself must’ve set you down here for us to find.”

The one called Quint whipped a long knife from his belt. Instinctively Michael stepped back and raised the rifle again, but Quint attacked only the ham. Almost in a frenzy he cut off a slice and jammed it into his mouth raw. It was smoked, and Michael knew people sometimes ate it without cooking, but such a thing struck him as savage. He supposed these men must be on the edge of starvation. Patch-eye wrenched the ham from Quint and cut off a piece for himself, eating it as Quint had, with near-desperation.

Patch-eye said, “You ain’t got a pot or a skillet?”

Michael told him he had nothing in the way of utensils, that he had been doing all his cooking on a stick.

Patch-eye said, “That ain’t quite civilized, but it’ll do, I reckon.” He cut another slice of the ham and impaled it on a stick as Michael had done to the rabbit. Quint followed his example. The two men shared Michael’s fire. Piece by piece, they reduced the ham to bone.

Michael shrugged. He was sick of the ham anyway; but now the two visitors had left him no choice. He would have
to join Papa tomorrow and take his chances. Surely, as far as he had already come, Mordecai would not send him home.

Patch-eye said, “I wish you had some coffee. Or better still, some whiskey. But I reckon you ain’t got nothin’ like that.”

Michael shook his head. “All I had was that ham.” That and the rabbit. Watching the pair decimate the ham, he had wolfed down the rabbit in self-defense, lest they take part of it too. He had seen Papa come home hungry many a time, but not that hungry.

When nothing was left to eat, the two men relaxed. Across the campfire, Michael could feel Patch-eye’s one good eye studying him. The man said, “What you doin’ out here all by yourself? You are by yourself, ain’t you?”

Caution made Michael hedge. “Papa’s camped on down the trail a piece. I’ll be catchin’ up to him tomorrow.”

Patch-eye did not seem to believe him. “You ain’t too well fixed for travelin’. Looks to me like you might’ve left home sort of sudden. Like maybe you had somebody after you?”

Michael did not want anyone thinking he was a fugitive. But he figured what he was doing here was his business. “Ain’t nobody after me.”

Patch-eye said, “Me and Quint, we know what it’s like to not want to be found. We come out of Kentucky. There’s some folks there who’d sure like to see us again, but we ain’t atall anxious to see them. Eh, Quint?”

Quint just grunted. Michael had not heard him speak three intelligible words.

Patch-eye continued, “We been three days throwin’ some Creek Injuns off our trail.”We couldn’t tell at first but what you might be one of them yourself.”

Michael’s interest quickened. “How come there’s Injuns after you?”

“A misunderstandin’, you might say. We was doin’ some tradin’ amongst them, had us a prime bunch of skins to take back to the settlements. Then a little disagreement come up over a girl.”


Quint grunted and nodded. Patch-eye said, “Purty little thing she was, for an Injun. When a man’s been away from the settlements for a long time, you’d be surprised how good-lookin’ them Injun girls can be. Well, this one they was savin’ back to marry off to some young chief or somethin’, keepin’ her pure and unspoilt, you might say. Seemed like an awful waste, savin’ stuff like that for some greasy Injun.

“The night me and Quint left camp, we sort of borryed that girl, you might say. We didn’t do her no real harm. We turned her loose after a couple of days so she could go home, but she wasn’t quite so pure and unspoilt no more, was she, Quint?”

Quint grunted and grinned, shaking his head.

Patch-eye said, “You’d think them redskins’d be grateful we didn’t kill her. We’d’ve been justified, the way she kept fightin’ us like a catamount. But they dogged our trail for three days. We lost our pack horses and the pelts and everything to them. Hard to understand how an Injun thinks.”

Michael’s father had fought Indians since his boyhood, and Michael had never questioned the rightness of it. But this story filled him with revulsion. He was impelled to speak his mind. “You wouldn’t do a thing like that in the settlements, not to a white girl.”

“But she was just an Injun. The way them redskins come after us, you’d’ve thought she was white.”

Michael said, “I suppose they got the same feelin’s as white folks have when it comes to their womenfolk.”

Patch-eye’s voice took on a tone of reproach, even of threat. “You ain’t one of them Injun-lovers, are you, boy?”

“Papa was in the Blackhawk war, and some other fights too.”

“Then you oughta know that in the end it’ll be them or us. The world’ll be better off when the last of them red devils has gone back to Hell where they come from.”

Michael had learned a long time ago that it was useless to argue with somebody whose mind was nailed shut. To do so only brought aggravation and sometimes a fight, which settled
nothing more than the argument had. He asked, “Where you-all figurin’ to go from here?”

Patch-eye asked suspiciously, “What do you want to know for?”

“Just askin’.” Michael became a little defensive. He was wishing they had not found his camp, and he wondered how Papa would have met a situation like this. “I don’t mean nothin’.”

Patch-eye said, “Me and Quint, we just sort of take things as they come. Man goes to makin’ too many plans, he gets all tied up to where he can’t move when he wants to.”

Michael spread his blanket, trying to put some distance between himself and his visitors, for their aroma did not improve with familiarity. Their manner kept him uneasy. Patch-eye and Quint huddled together, talking in low tones that he could not hear though he strained himself in the effort. The longer he considered, the more troubled he became. He tried once in the middle of the night to get up and slip out of camp without waking them, but Patch-eye must have slept with that one good eye open. Michael was hardly upon his feet before Patch-eye was standing in front of him, rifle in his hands.

“Oh, it’s you, is it, boy? I like to’ve shot you for an Injun. You better lay back down and be still. We’d all be a lot less nervous.”

Michael stretched out again, more agitated than before. He laid his hand on his rifle and made up his mind not to sleep. But sometime in the early morning his best intentions came to naught, and he nodded off.

Blaze snorted, waking Michael with a start, as dawn was breaking. He raised up on his elbow and saw Quint throwing Michael’s saddle on the horse. Michael reached for his rifle, but it was gone. He jumped to his feet, flinging the blanket aside. “What’re you doin’ with my horse?”

Patch-eye stood with a rifle in each hand. One of them was Michael’s. He said, “Sorry we woke you up, boy. We was hopin’ to just leave you a-sleepin’.”


Anger came with a rush. “You-all let my horse alone!” Michael took a long stride toward Blaze.

Quint gave him a silent look that spoke of murder. The ferocity of it caused Michael to pause and ponder his odds. They looked poor.

Patch-eye said, “Now, boy, you just stand back so we won’t have to hurt you. We need this horse more’n you do. You said your pap is just a ways ahead. You can catch up to him afoot if you’ll push yourself. But we ain’t got no pap to see after us.”

“You’ve got no right!” Michael’s outrage overcame his caution. He made two more strides toward Quint before something struck him from behind and knocked him flat on the ground. His head felt cracked open. He lay stunned, but not so much that he did not hear Quint speak. “You better hit him again.”

Patch-eye replied, “Next time might bust this good rifle.”

Quint said, “You don’t have to use no rifle.” He picked up a heavy piece of tree limb, broken off by some high wind. It came to Michael suddenly that Quint intended to kill him. He wanted to cry out, but no sound came. He tried to move aside but could not. The impact was like an explosion in Michael’s head. Lights wheeled and darted and danced. He felt that some force he could not resist was pushing his body into the ground.

Patch-eye said, “We’ll ride and tie. You ride the horse a ways, then tie him and go on. I’ll trot along behind you and pick him up where you leave him.”

Quint replied, “All right. Hand me that boy’s shot pouch and powderhorn. The way I hit him, he’ll never get up from where he’s layin’.”

Patch-eye said, “Damnfool button. Serves him good and proper.”

Michael tried pushing himself up but was unable to do more than raise his head a little. Through the painful haze he saw Patch-eye moving along afoot, back toward the settlements. Ahead of him, on Blaze, rode the man called Quint.
Michael cried out in pain and rage, but he did not know if the sound got past his constricted throat.

He heard a scream and thought it must be his own voice. Blaze jumped. Quint tumbled backward to the ground. Michael wondered in anger what cruelty the man had committed to make Blaze act that way. Then he heard voices yelling, and a shot. Through the red haze he saw Patch-eye wheel and run back toward him, crying out in panic. Several men burst from the timber. They grabbed Patch-eye and roughly wrestled him down, smashing his face against the ground. Patch-eye cried and cursed and begged.

Michael blinked away the haze. His heart pounded. Indians! Fear shook him, raw cold fear, for he was sure they would come to get him next. He tried desperately to push himself up. He was helpless. He collapsed, exhausted, eyes burning so badly he had to close them. He lay with the side of his head on a mat of leaves and struggled for breath. He heard soft footsteps and opened his eyes. He saw two leather moccasins inches from his face. Forcing himself to turn onto his side, he looked straight up at what seemed the tallest man he had ever seen, a leather-clad Indian holding a steel-headed tomahawk. Michael held his breath, expecting that blade to come crashing into his skull. The man spoke, but the words were alien to Michael. He supposed they meant death. His stomach was like ice.

Another Indian came up to stand beside him. Strong hands grasped Michael’s arms and lifted him to his feet. His heart hammered. He tried to stand, for he had been taught that Indians respected a man who faced his fate bravely. His legs betrayed him. The two Indians caught him before he hit the ground and eased him back to his knees. One man kept talking to him in words that seemed without form. He could hear Patch-eye blubbering and crying for mercy. He doubted that the Indians understood the words. Even if they did, it was not likely to make any difference. They had come for revenge on Patch-eye and Quint. It was Michael’s bad luck that he had been found with them.


His head threatened to burst. Blood trickled into one eye, setting it afire. To his surprise, one of the Indians spoke gently to him while another rubbed some kind of pungent grease on the wound. It burned for a moment, but he sensed that its purpose was medicinal. He blinked in confusion, looking up at first one of the dark-skinned men, then the other. It seemed strange that they would treat his wounds if they intended to kill him.

He knew little about identifying Indian tribal connections, but he thought this was probably Creek country. For one wild moment he wondered if they somehow knew that his father had once fought against them. He decided that was far-fetched. He managed to say, “I don’t know what you-all want with me. I never saw them two before last night.”

The tallest Indian spoke briskly to his comrades and made a motion with his hand. They dragged the terrified Patch-eye up in front of Michael, twisting his arms behind his back and forcing him down on his knees. The Indian made a strong demand that Michael did not understand, but evidently Patch-eye did. He sobbed, “They think we set out to do you harm, boy. In God’s name, tell them it’s all a mistake. Tell them we’re old friends. Tell them me and Quint ain’t the ones they been after.”

“You tried to knock my brains out,” Michael accused.

“I’ll make it up to you, I promise. I’ll give you back everything we taken off of you.”

“They’ve got it all now.”

“Boy, have some charity. Help me or I’ll end up dead as 01’ Quint yonder.”

Michael could see Quint lying twisted, where an arrow had taken him. His scalp hung fresh and bloody from an Indian’s waist. Michael had seen scalps before, brought back by the veterans of Indian battles, but they had always been cured and dried, so time had somehow blunted the specter of death. He had not seen the open, sightless eyes of the victim before. His stomach crawled, though he managed not to lose last night’s supper. Mordecai had told him Indians despised a show of weakness.


Patch-eye bleated, “Please, boy … you don’t know what they’re fixin’ to do to me.”

“No worse than you was fixin’ to do to me, I reckon.” He supposed he should try to help Patch-eye. After all, he was white. But Michael saw not one thing he could do. He would be lucky to come out of this thing himself. He said, “I ain’t goin’ to lie for you.”

The tall Indian spoke gravely, and the others dragged Patch-eye away, still crying for Michael to help him.

The Indian said in plain-enough English, “Good. Boy does not lie for that man. Boy can take horse and go.”

Michael stared in surprise as one of the other Indians fetched Blaze to him. The two who had helped him to his feet boosted him up into the saddle. They handed him his shot pouch and his powderhorn. It took a minute for him to realize they were actually setting him free. Relief washed over him, though he did not really understand.

A momentary argument arose between the tall Indian and one who held two rifles, Michael’s and Patch-eye’s. But the tall Indian prevailed. He pointed at the rifles. “One is yours?”

Michael indicated the weapon that had belonged to Grandpa. The tall Indian handed it to him, though the other man plainly did not relish giving it up. He said, “You must go now.”

Michael hesitated. He pointed his chin at Patch-eye. “What you fixin’ to do to him?”

The Indian shook his head grimly. “This is very bad man. You do not want to see.”

Papa had told Michael some things about the Creek war, things on both sides which could turn a strong man’s stomach to clabber. The warriors had torn Patch-eye’s clothes from him, leaving him naked. His skin was as white as the belly of a catfish. They had taken the patch, exposing the empty eye socket like something long dead. Patch-eye pleaded and cried while they tied him against a tree, legs spread apart.

The tall Indian again gave Michael the sign to ride on,
with a special firmness this time. Michael thought he had best comply before they took a different notion. He put Blaze into a healthy trot. Far down the trail, he could still hear Patch-eye’s screams.

At length he had to get down and vomit.

His emotions were a confused turmoil of anger and fear and relief. Never before had he come so near death that he could feel its bony hand on his throat. The closest had been a time in the forest when he inadvertently placed himself between a sow bear and her two cubs. She had come at him with a roar that meant murder and struck him one hard blow that slammed him against a tree. But she had not followed up the attack. She had taken her young and disappeared, grumbling loudly.

Michael had been in fights before, though always with boys more or less his own age, and usually about nothing of more moment than his recent scrap with the Blackwoods over the ownership of the downed doe. Never before had he confronted someone who made a serious effort to kill him. He had always been conscious that such things happened—they had happened to Papa—but Michael had been emotionally unprepared to have it happen to him. Even after he had emptied his stomach, the queasiness remained.

He stopped an hour or so later as he came upon a stream. He washed away the dried blood the best he could, though the Indian grease still clung. He knew by the feel of it that his face was swollen, and a knot of some size had risen on the back of his head. He did not tarry long at the water, fearing that when the Indians got done with Patch-eye they might forget their generous natures and come after him too.

He heard a horse on the trail ahead. Fear constricted his throat, for it might be more Indians, or trail vultures like Patch-eye and Quint. He looked desperately to both sides of the trace for cover heavy enough to hide him and Blaze.

A familiar voice calmed him. Eli Pleasant rode up on the horse Jug, borrowed from Uncle Benjamin. He raised his hand in greeting. “Howdy, boy. Your pa decided I ought to
come back and fetch you. He thought we’ve let you trail behind us long enough.”

Michael said incredulously, “You knew?”

“For the last two, three days. Your pa thought you’d give up and go home. And if you didn’t, it’d add considerable to your learnin’ was you to make your own way a while longer.” Pleasant squinted critically. “Good Lord, young’un, you look like you been in a scrap with a bear. What does the other feller look like?”

Michael gritted his teeth. “By now, I expect he looks dead.”
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MORDECAI TRIED to be steam. When Michael and Eli rode up to the picket line where the horses were tied, Mordecai strode briskly out from the campfire to meet them. He looked seven feet tall, his brow furrowed and his voice severe. “Now, Michael, you heard me declare more than once that you wasn’t goin’ with us.” Then he saw Michael’s swollen face, bruised a dark blue. His resolve melted like April snow. His jaw dropped in dismay. “God almighty, son, what went and got ahold of you?”

Michael was so choked with emotion at the sight of his father that he could hardly speak. While the rest of the party gathered around, he clung to Mordecai as if he had not seen him in a year. Eli recounted what Michael had told him about the two land-pirates and the Indians. Mordecai looked as if he had been kicked in the stomach. He placed heavy hands on Michael’s shoulders and stared remorsefully into his son’s eyes. “My God, boy. I had no idea, or I wouldn‘t’ve let you hang back there all by yourself. I’d’ve carried your blood on my soul plumb to the grave.” He put his strong arms around Michael and gave him a hug that left Michael gasping for breath.

Michael managed, “I don’t want to go back home, Papa.”

“What you done was foolish, son, but I done worse,
leavin’ you back there. I reckon you’ve earned the right to stay. Come on now, put some warm vittles in your belly. You’ll feel better.”

“I don’t know if I can hold it down.” He admitted with some shame, “I threw everything up.”

“That’s no disgrace. We’ve all done the same, one time or another. It’s almighty mean, the first time you have to watch a man die hard. I was younger than you. You look like you stood it better than I did.”

Michael still nursed a lingering doubt. “That patch-eyed feller, he kept a-cryin’ for me to do somethin’ to help him. I didn’t do a thing, Papa. I just stood there.”

“What would you have done, get yourself killed for the likes of him? He deserved whatever they done to him.”

“But they was Injuns, and he was white. You’ve fought Injuns yourself, Papa, lots of times.”

“I had to. But I wasn’t always proud of it. My side was chosen for me the day I was born; I was given no choice. Maybe it’ll be different for you.” His hand on Michael’s shoulder, he led his son to the campfire. “Now you get somethin’ in your belly. It’ll put the strength back into you.”

Cyrus Blackwood spat tobacco, some of it trailing into his matted black beard. “Just a minute, Mordecai. You mean you’re lettin’ this boy stay?”

Mordecai stiffened against the challenge. “I believe he’s shown he can handle whatever comes. He’s a Lewis, and my son.”

“Maybe so, but he’s not a full-growed man yet. I don’t see it’s fair to give him a man’s share of the horses we catch. That’d take away from the rest of us.”

Mordecai reddened. “My boy come near gettin’ killed, and all you can think about is horses we ain’t even caught yet?”

Cyrus looked around for support but found none in the faces of the other men. Clearly, they sided with Mordecai and Michael. Eli clenched his fists and moved toward Cyrus as if he had violent intentions. Cyrus put his hands up defensively and backed off, declaring, “I’m just thinkin’ about my family.”


Mordecai gave him a withering glare. “Michael come without permission, so any share he gets will be out of mine, not out of yours or anybody else’s. That satisfy you?”

Cyrus flushed, for he had been made to look little and mean. “Satisfied.”

Michael glanced at the picket line. There stood a black horse that had a snip nose and a star on its forehead. “That your horse, Cyrus?”

At Michael’s age his upbringing would have dictated that he address the man as Mister Blackwood, but he would gag on that.

Cyrus seemed surprised by the question. “That’s him. Why?”

“A while after you-all left, some fellers named Thomas come lookin’ for a black horse. Suspicioned that somebody stole it.”

Cyrus swallowed a little of his tobacco. “There’s lots of black horses.”

“They said theirs had a snip nose and a star on its forehead. Like yours. Said it had a stockin’ on the right foreleg. Like yours.”

Cyrus looked around quickly, trying to gauge the reaction of the other men. “That horse was a stray, come up eatin’ my feed. I didn’t know who he belonged to.”

Dryly Eli said, “I don’t reckon you asked around too much.”

Cyrus turned and stomped away.

Michael said with disgust, “He’s a thief and a liar, Papa. You ought to send him home.”

Mordecai said, “I ought to send you both home. But I reckon we’ve come too far. We’ll make do the best we can with what we’ve got.”




 IN MANY ways the long trip to Texas was like a festive hunting and fishing party. The traveling was paced to be easy on the horses, which made it easy also on the men. Mordecai usually went into camp early to allow time for the men to
fish if they stopped beside a likely stream, or to fan out and search for meat. Few days went by without one or more deer being brought to ground, and more than once a good fat bear that yielded grease enough to fry up more venison than the party could eat. Game birds added to the variety.

Michael could not help visualizing what the trip might have been like had Uncle Benjamin been in charge; they would already be in Texas hunting horses. Mordecai Lewis might interrupt business for pleasure, but he did not often interrupt pleasure for business.

Michael could not remember that he had ever been this close to his father for so long at a time. He cherished the opportunity to get to know the man who had been something of a mystery to him, as much myth as reality. Mordecai had always seemed to be gone somewhere, or just getting back, or fixing to leave. Michael knew him as much by the stories people told about him as from his own personal relationship, and the stories had made Mordecai seem eight feet tall. Close up, Michael began to see that this was a man of flesh and blood, not a legend. He was a man in middle age, hard-used by the outdoor life he had lived by his own choice. His hair was graying, his face furrowing, his eyes in a hard squint much of the time because he no longer could see the world around him in the sharp focus of his youth. He was a long way from being frail, but he was far short of eight feet tall.

Evenings, on a creek bank with their fishing lines in the water, Michael and Mordecai might sit together for an hour without either saying a word. Or if Mordecai was in a talking mood, he might recount old stories about adventures on his way to a war or on his way home from one. Of war itself he talked little, and Michael had little success in drawing him out. Mordecai’s face would cloud as some painful memory came to him, and he would shift to more pleasant subjects. “War,” he said, “is a mean, hard thing. It makes men do the best that’s in them, and the worst. Since the British gave up and went home the second time, maybe we’re finally through with it for good in this country.”


Where Michael enjoyed his father’s company most was on the hunt, for there Mordecai could give full rein to his restless, questing spirit. He could find a track where Michael could not see the least sign of one. Michael would have to admit that his younger brother Andrew had been a better pupil in that regard. But Michael’s eye was keen when it came to spotting game, keener now than Mordecai’s.

Michael was the one who first saw the buck browsing in a tangle of underbrush some three hundred yards away. The wind was wrong. Michael suspected it carried a little of their scent, for the buck seemed increasingly suspicious, nervously jerking its head around, looking intently in their direction, taking another bite, then looking again.

Mordecai said softly, “We’ll never get close enough for a clean shot at him.” He leveled his long-barreled rifle across a limb to steady it. He blinked, trying to clear the haze, then lowered the rifle. “It’d be a waste of good lead.”

Michael said confidently, “I can hit him, Papa.”

“From here?” Mordecai frowned. “It can’t be done.”

“Let me try anyway.” Michael braced his rifle barrel upon the same limb his father had used. He allowed for windage and the long distance, took a deep breath, let some of it go, closed one eye, and slowly squeezed the trigger. The pan flashed and the rifle roared, shoving back hard against his shoulder. Through the black smoke he saw the buck leap high, then collapse, kicking.

Mordecai stared. “I’ll be damned.”

Michael said, “It wasn’t so far.” He felt like bragging a little, but it was more seemly to act modest.

Mordecai clapped him on the shoulder, hard enough that it hurt. Yet, at the same time it felt good. He said, “There ain’t much more I can teach you, son. The student has got better than the teacher. I just wish Eli could’ve seen that.”

Michael was only glad that his father had seen it. From now on perhaps he would no longer harbor reservations about Michael’s audacity in coming along.







THE TRAIL Mordecai followed was plain enough but not much traveled. The Tennesseans sometimes rode for days without meeting a stranger. Now and again they came upon a clearing and a small farm recently broken to the plow. The settlers, who did not often have an opportunity to enjoy company, would almost invariably insist that the party stay and share whatever provender the land had yielded. Mordecai Lewis would examine their crops admiringly, running his hands through their soil and declaring it rich. More than once, some of the party suggested they had gone far enough, that this would be a good place to put down stakes. But always Mordecai found something lacking about the location. Better land always lay somewhere ahead, across the Mississippi, then across the Red or the Sabine. He would trade fresh venison or bear meat or hides for corn or coffee or whatever the settlers could spare that would make the night encampments more pleasurable. Then he would move on.

Beyond the Mississippi they came more often than not upon people who spoke a strange tongue that fell pleasantly if confusingly on the ear. Old Eli identified it as French. He knew a fair smattering of it, though Michael sensed that his usage was awkward. Children covered their mouths with their hands to hide their laughter, but their eyes betrayed them. Eli laughed with them and put them at ease.

This land, long the property first of France, then of Spain and then again of France, had been sold to the United States in 1803, all the way west to where it abutted Spanish territory, Eli explained. That border had long been the subject of dispute between France and Spain and now was a matter of delicate diplomacy between Spain and the United States. Spain had done relatively little to develop its northernmost lands, but she had remained jealous of their possession. She now watched fretfully an increasing population of aggressive Americans in the vast territory so recently acquired by purchase from France against the Spanish will. Americans were notorious for always wanting more, for wanting to advance beyond what rightfully belonged to them. The Indians had learned about that.


Michael had always regarded his father as being immune to ordinary human frailties, and it came as a saddening revelation to discover that Mordecai suffered from rheumatism. He had never owned up to it at home, but on the trail it was not to be denied. On evenings when riding had set the rheumatism to hurting more than usual, Mordecai would forego the opportunity to fish or hunt, preferring to rest in camp. At such times Michael liked to ride out with Eli Pleasant or to sit with him on a riverbank while they waited patiently for fish to strike the bait. Eli had a storehouse of remembered experiences and could recite them for hours without repeating a story. However, Michael pressed him again and again to relate his adventures hunting horses in Texas. Texas by now had taken on the aura of a golden land in Michael’s mind, a golden promised land for the adventuresome, the breakers of new trails.

Eli obliged him with tales of a bold Irishman named Philip Nolan, who had first crossed into Spanish territory before the turn of the century to trade in wild or half-broken horses, driving them east to sell to American settlers. Pleasant’s voice went harsh as he talked of Nolan’s last expedition. Eli had broken a leg trying to tame a wild young stallion and was unable to go along, a misfortune which probably saved his life. The Spanish had become suspicious—with justification, it seemed—that Nolan’s plans included the acquisition of much more than horses. He had cast covetous eyes upon the rich soils of eastern Texas and had speculated aloud that God and mankind would be better served if the land were attached to the United States. The Spanish military took the precaution of shooting him and carrying his men away to captivity deep in Mexico.

Eli said, “Them Spaniards, they can take a likin’ to you and give you the moon. Or they can take a dislikin’ to you and cut your throat before you can find the door. A man don’t ever want to quit watchin’ behind him when he’s in their country.”

Michael replied with short-lived concern, “They may not like us bein’ there, then.”


“The trick is to not let them find out.”

The first few nights after joining his father’s party, Michael did not sleep well. He would awaken with a start in the darkness, seeing the man named Quint lying in his final death throes, an arrow in his back, and hearing Patch-eye scream as his own slow death was just beginning. Michael would sit up in a cold sweat and look around in confusion until he remembered where he was. A couple of times he awakened to the sound of his own voice crying out.

Mordecai was always there, his manner gentle and reassuring. “It’ll pass,” Mordecai told him. “You’ll see worse, and you’ll be better fixed to stand up to it for what you’ve already gone through.”

Michael shuddered. What kind of a future offered worse than he had already seen?

Eli had been patient and easy-moving, but as the party skirted Louisiana’s deep-shaded swamps and crossed its rich black farming lands, nearing old Natchitoches, he became dissatisfied with the slow pace of travel, with Mordecai’s early making of camp in the afternoons. He finally came to blows with Cyrus Blackwood, who had been a constant irritant to the party, as Michael had known all along that he would. Blackwood was relentlessly discontented, complaining about the food, about the campsites, about having to stand guard at night when everybody knew there was nothing out there to stand guard against. The only person who had seen an Indian the whole trip was Michael, and Cyrus declared his suspicion that Michael had imagined it all.

One night Cyrus was supposed to relieve Eli on guard duty at the picket line and did not. When Eli shook him in his blankets, a sleepy Cyrus cursed him. By the time Eli finished administering retribution, Cyrus was not fit for guard duty. One eye was swollen shut, and the other had only a thin slit left open, just enough that Cyrus could see to get out of Eli’s way.

Eli angrily told Mordecai, “You’ll be wishin’ you’d sent him home.”

Mordecai tried his most soothing manner. “We’ll be needin’ all the men we got.”


“You got no man there. And he’ll keep one good man out of useful service just a-watchin’ the son of a bitch.”

“We come too far to send him back.”

“Well, you tell him to stay out of my way. I got all the patience in the world with a man who tries but can’t. I ain’t got three minutes to waste on one who don’t even try.”

The rest of the way to Natchitoches, Cyrus Blackwood made it a point to trail along in the rear, well out of Eli’s reach. That did not prevent his grumbling about one thing or another, but it kept the others from having to listen.
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MORDECAI REMARKED upon sighting Natchitoches that it was not a large town, as towns went. It looked large to Michael, but he had not seen many towns in his life. The place seemed an oasis after such a long trip across lands so sparsely settled. Most of it lay on the west side of a river which Eli said was called the Red. Across its gently flowing waters Michael saw tree-lined streets and many houses of a curious style, single-story for the most part, their roofs higher-pitched than the cabins he had know. He saw boats on the river, small steamers up from New Orleans, flatboats carrying off their cargoes of farm produce to a waiting world. There was a bustle and a busyness about the place which made his pulse quicken. There was far too much to see all at one time. Too many glittering curiosities competed for his attention.

Eli Pleasant rode up to a house where a man stood waiting at the front door. Recognition came, and the man rushed off the porch with his arms outstretched as Eli swung down from his saddle, betraying none of the weariness to which his years would have given him just claim. The two men conversed in the language which Michael had come to recognize easily as French. Then the man approached Mordecai, right hand extended in greeting. He spoke a heavily-accented but understandable
English. Calling him Baptiste Villaret, Eli patiently introduced him to everybody except Cyrus Blackwood. The man looked at Cyrus with a question in his eyes, but Eli ignored it. He put his arm around Baptiste’s shoulder and turned him away. Michael could not miss the resentment that leaped into Cyrus’s face. Cyrus got down from his horse, led him out to a shed and relieved himself against the log wall without concern over whether Baptiste had womenfolk who might be offended. The gesture was typical of his attitude toward most of the people they had encountered along the way, especially the French. Cyrus had declared it his solemn belief that this country ought to be reserved for good Americans, and people who spoke some devilish foreign language ought to be shipped back where they came from. Or perhaps just shot.

Eli pointed out to Michael, but felt no obligation to explain to Cyrus, that this country had belonged to the United States for only a dozen or so years. Anybody born here earlier was likely to be French or Spanish, or a mixing of the two. Or, of course, a slave.

Michael found that his father had met Baptiste before, though his acquaintance with the voluble Frenchman had been casual and short compared to Eli’s. Baptiste offered Mordecai’s company the hospitality of his house. The structure was too small for all or even most of the men to sleep indoors. Mordecai acknowledged the offer with grace but suggested that the men had been used to sleeping under the stars. He saw no point in spoiling them now, especially in view of the fact that they would soon again be back in the wilderness. However, they would appreciate the opportunity to roll their blankets beneath the sheltering roof of his broad porch in event of rain.

Baptiste did have womenfolk, Michael soon learned. He had a Spanish wife, a woman of dark complexion, small but possessed of enough energy for three. There were four daughters, the oldest a lithe and lively girl named Marie, who reminded Michael of nothing so much as a doe fawn. Darker in complexion than her father but lighter than her
mother, she was a couple of years younger than Michael, about Andrew’s age. She was glorified by flashing black eyes unlike any he had ever seen. He listened to the music of her voice though he did not understand the words, and he glanced often at her as she bustled about the kitchen helping her mother prepare a meal for the Tennesseans. More than once he found her gaze upon him. His cheeks would warm, and he would try to put his mind to work on what his father and Eli and Baptiste were saying.

Baptiste spoke rapidly, his hands in constant motion. From his manner and Eli’s, Michael knew he told of dark and troubling matters. The name Rodriguez kept coming into the conversation. More than once Eli had to slow him down and get him to repeat. At length Eli turned to Mordecai.

“I’d hoped somebody might’ve killed that damned Lieutenant Rodriguez by now, but he’s still goin’ strong. Baptiste’s been tellin’ me about a friend of his by the name of Lucero, from over on the Spanish side of the Sabine. Seems he’s a rebel. Got hisself on the losin’ side of a fight agin the Spanish government. He escaped over here just barely ahead of Rodriguez and a firin’ squad. He snuck back to get some stock he left behind, and Rodriguez found out. He tortured a cousin of Lucero’s and then killed him for revenge. Baptiste says we’d better stay out of Texas for a while. Rodriguez is watchin’ the river.”

Mordecai frowned. “We didn’t come this far to turn back.”

“That’s what I told him. I said Texas is a big enough country that we ought to be able to keep them soldiers from findin’ us. Just the same, Baptiste’s advice is: don’t go.”

Mordecai cast an uneasy glance toward the rest of the men, resting out on the porch. “I’d as soon we didn’t say nothin’ right now where they can hear it. Time enough to worry them when we find out for sure how bad the situation is.”

Eli nodded darkly. “They’ll be wantin’to cut loose and celebrate a little—put a little whiskey under their belts, and maybe find them a woman for company. No use us takin’ that pleasure away from them.” He asked Baptiste something
in French, and Baptiste nodded, amplifying his spoken reply with a pointing of both his chin and his finger.

Eli said hesitantly, like a boy caught smoking tobacco behind the barn, “Fact is, there’s a widder lady of my acquaintance that I had sort of set my hopes on seein’. Baptiste says she’s still a widder. I don’t reckon, bein’ a married man, you’d care for that kind of diversion, Mordecai?”

Mordecai shook his head and glanced at Michael. “I ain’t been the best husband in the world, but I’m better than that. A little somethin’ wet to warm my stomach and lighten my soul … that’ll be all I need.”

Eli grunted his approval. “Well, then, I’ll point the boys in the direction they’ll be wantin’ to go, and the rest of it they can work out for theirselves.” He stood up and, with a few words to Baptiste, started for the door.

Mordecai said, “Better leave Cyrus Blackwood here. He’s a married man, like me.”

Eli paused, disgust in his eyes. “There ain’t one thing about him that’s like you.”

Michael followed Eli to the door. Mordecai said, “You’d best stay here with me, Michael. There’s things out yonder that you’ll learn about bye and bye. Tonight’s too soon.”

Michael figured he already knew a lot more than his father suspected, thanks partly to living with sisters and in no small part to long discussions with his cousin Frank. But he stopped at the door and watched the men gather eagerly around Eli, excited over a chance to vent some of the steam that had built up on the long trail. Even Old Man Wilson seemed as exuberant as the young bachelor Macklin brothers. Michael thought the grizzled veteran should be content to try and wear the rockers off of a chair on the porch, but the old man had never once lagged behind on the trip, or failed to carry his share of any load. The book-learned Judkins had suffered some at first, deprived of the whiskey to which his system had become overly accustomed, and Michael suspected that when the celebration in Natchitoches was done he would have a lot more whiskey to sweat out of his pores.


As the group started down the tree-shaded street toward the main part of town, Cyrus Blackwood was out in front, turning and motioning for the others to walk faster.

Michael said, “Eli’s right, Papa. Cyrus Blackwood ain’t noways the same as you.”

Dusk came down upon the old French town. Michael sat on the porch, listening to his father and Baptiste Villaret. The conversation ranged from crops and the sad state of the farm economy to Villaret’s strong confidence that sooner or later Texas must become part of the United States. The Spaniards would never do much with it, he contended. The government was in constant strife with the native citizens of Mexico, resentful over being exploited for the enrichment of the pure-blood gachupínes who held the political and military power. The king lived far away across the great waters and perhaps did not know, or even care, what was happening to his subjects in the New World so long as a goodly portion of their labors delivered gold into his treasury.

“One day,” he prophesized, “there will be revolt, and he will lose all of Mexico. Then perhaps Mexico will sell Texas to the United States, as France sold Louisiana.”

Mordecai drew deeply on a home-rolled cigar. An old dream was in his eyes, the dream of faraway places that had kept him moving, searching, since he was Michael’s age. “And if they don’t want to sell it …”

Villaret. glanced sharply at him, fathomed his meaning and nodded agreement. “Their army would be small, for it is a poor country.”

Michael could hear music rising and falling on the soft evening breeze, fiddles like the ones he heard back home in Tennessee, though the style of playing was somehow different. He guessed music was a language all people could understand, no matter where they came from.

He wearied of sitting on the edge of the porch and listening to talk of politics. He got up, stretched himself, then went wandering around the house. Villaret had some sheds and pens out back. He heard a horse squeal and decided to investigate. He found Old Man Wilson’s dun horse fighting
the others back from a rack of hay. That animal, he thought, was a little like the Spanish king they were talking about, a selfish tyrant. He had challenged every horse in the bunch and established his dominance over most of them. He seemed to have a particular dislike for the black horse Cyrus rode and would bite it at any opportunity.

A girl spoke behind Michael. He turned from the wooden fence and saw Marie Villaret. She said something, but it was in French, and he did not understand a word. He knew only that it must be a pleasantry, because she smiled.

He asked, “Don’t you speak any English?”

The reply was in French, so he supposed she didn’t. She pointed into the pen and asked him something. When he stared in confusion, she pointed to him, then to the horses. He decided she was trying to ask which was his. He pointed to Blaze, by all odds the oldest animal in the pen. Her response seemed complimentary, the best he could tell. He decided she didn’t know much more about horses than she knew about English.

She moved close beside him, looking into the pen at the animals. He felt suddenly a little flustered, for he had never been at ease around girls except for his own sisters, and sometimes not them either. He felt like moving away, but he did not. He found that despite his uneasiness, there was something pleasurable about the nearness of her. He fancied she smelled a little like sweet soap.

Old Man Wilson’s horse made a lunge at the big sorrel Papa had borrowed from Uncle Benjamin. The sorrel wheeled and kicked the aggressor in the belly, hard enough that the Wilson horse broke wind. The girl laughed and shouted something that Michael took for approval. The sorrel moved up to the hayrack and began to feed, while the Wilson horse backed off and looked frustrated, as if plotting its next treachery.

“Can you ride a horse?” he asked Marie.

She shrugged, not understanding.

The Wilson horse made a run at the sorrel, which turned and defended itself with sharp teeth. Both horses smashed
against the fence. The girl fell back against Michael, and instinctively he caught her. For a moment she remained in his arms, embarrassed and uncertain, but no more so than he was.

Her cheeks flushed, she said something and hastily retreated to the house. She stopped at the door and turned to look back at him before she disappeared inside. He stared at the door long after she was gone, his face unaccountably warm. He fancied he could still smell her sweet fragrance. He felt both elated and frustrated. More than either, he felt confused.




 HE SPENT the next day walking around, watching the busy hoof and wheel traffic, the boats large and small loading and unloading their varied cargoes at the wharves. He learned that Natchitoches was the head of navigation, because a short distance to the north the Red was blocked by a huge natural raft of driftwood, built up over the ages, that prevented boat passage. He listened to a dazzling mixture of languages, for this town had been founded by the French a hundred or so years ago as they sought to spread their influence in the New World. The Spanish, in reaction, had founded the town of Nacogdoches a day’s ride to the west, attempting to counter any French expansion in that direction. For generations the two governments had sparred and quarreled from afar while their soldiers and their settlers fraternized peacefully, smuggled and traded and even intermarried. Baptiste Villaret’s family was evidence enough of that. From little things he picked up, mostly from Eli, he deduced that the merchant Villaret had long done clandestine business west of the Sabine, smuggling goods to Spanish settlers in Texas, trading for or buying contraband from them in defiance of the law. It seemed to Michael that the Frenchman had reason to wish for a change in the government which ruled Texas.

Sometimes when Michael was around the house he would get a strong feeling that he was being watched. Often as not, when he turned he saw the girl Marie, her dark eyes fixed on
him. She would quickly busy herself at some task or move out of his sight.

The boldest she ever got was to go to the horse pen in the evening when he was putting out hay and watch him through the fence. She seemed to be trying to work up courage to say something. He knew it was futile; he would not understand her anyway. But she surprised him. She pointed to him, then to herself, and asked in measured, painful English that she obviously had worked to memorize: “You … like … me?”

He could only nod. “I guess so,” he replied hesitantly. “But I don’t hardly know you.”

She stared blankly, not understanding. She tried again, pointing first to herself, then to him. “I … like … you.” Before he could say anything in reply, she turned and ran to the house.

He almost forgot to finish forking hay to the horses. He thought he might ask Eli how hard it was to learn French.

Mordecai intended to remain in Natchitoches several days, resting the horses as well as the men. But the stay was cut short when the Macklin brothers got into a fight over some local beauties and left a couple of flatboatmen whittled up a bit. It seemed expedient to cut the visit short and be gone.

Mordecai had conversed at length with a grim-faced Guadalupe Lucero through Baptiste, whose ability to switch back and forth from English to Spanish and French left Michael in awe. Lucero was a dark-faced, muscular man with black eyes that simmered and crackled in bitterness and hatred as he related his experiences. He would speak for a time in broken English, then become dissatisfied with the slowness of it and revert to Spanish.

“I will go back one day,” Villaret interpreted for Lucero, “and when I do, I will not be hunting for horses!” Lucero made a quick slicing motion across his throat.

Villaret said, “That Rodriguez is the devil. Lucero will see one day if the devil can be killed.”

Lucero drew a rough map for Mordecai, showing how he might enter Texas well south of Nacogdoches and be most
likely to avoid contact with the small military troop which operated out of there. He was on hand to see the Tennesseans off in the cool of dawn, along with Baptiste and his family. Michael lifted a hand in quiet farewell to the girl whose dark eyes had said things he readily understood though the words she spoke to him in French remained a mystery.

As the men rode away, Michael looked back. He saw Marie watching him, her face sad. And he saw Lucero make the sign of the cross.
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CYRUS BLACKWOOD complained from the start. Mordecai had been obliged to drag him out of a warm bed in which he was not alone. Cyrus protested, “I don’t see why we had to be in such a damned rush just on account of them Macklins. I tell you, Mordecai, it ain’t often a man finds him somebody who wants it as bad as that little Creole woman. There weren’t no quit to her.”

Mordecai glanced at Michael, then grabbed a handful of Cyrus’s shirt. For a moment Michael thought his father would drive a fist into those filthy whiskers and see if he could find the chin. Mordecai loosened his hold but declared in the harshest tone Michael had heard him use on the whole trip: “This boy don’t need to be hearin’ that kind of trashy talk. You shut the hell up, Cyrus, or get the hell back to Tennessee!”

Cowed, Cyrus pulled away and ducked his head. “I didn’t mean no harm. I got boys of my own … good boys.”

Mordecai frowned darkly. “You got a wife too, if you ain’t forgot.”

Cyrus let his gaze drift over the other men as if looking for someone to take his part. He found none; he never had. He slowed his horse and let the men ride past him. They all made a point of not giving him a glance. Michael looked
back hopefully, thinking Cyrus might indeed turn eastward toward Tennessee. He was disappointed. Cyrus took a place at the rear of the ragged column.

Guided by Eli’s memory of the country, augmented by the rough map Guadalupe Lucero had provided, Mordecai led his group across the span between the Red and the Sabine rivers, good farming land by the look of it, though much was not yet taken up or broken out. Mordecai gave it but brief attention, for his blue eyes held to the west. At the bank of the Sabine he halted and stared a long time at the heavy trees which lined the opposite side. He crooked his finger and beckoned Michael up beside him. “Your eyes are better’n mine, son. You see anything over yonder?”

Excitement coursed through Michael like the electricity he sometimes felt in a spring storm. “I see Texas. That is Texas, ain’t it?”

“It’s Texas. But that wasn’t my meanin’. You see anything that could be people … like soldiers, maybe?”

Michael squinted. The only movement he saw was the trees, their branches swaying gently in the wind that roved along the river. In a break between the trees he could see the land stretching far beyond, far westward, a sea of tall green grass that waved as he had always imagined the ocean would wave. “No sir, I don’t see a thing. We’re goin’ on across, ain’t we?”

Mordecai shook his head. “Not we. Just me and Eli. We’ll go have ourselves a look-see. Everybody else’ll rest on this side of the river till we make sure there’s no trouble waitin’ for us yonder.”

Michael’s rump prickled with impatience to put this river behind him and set his feet upon the land he had anticipated so long. Texas! Yonder it stood, so near he thought he could skim a rock across the water’s surface and hit it.

“Let me go with you, Papa. You can use my eyes.”

Mordecai shook his head. “Your eyes are fine, but Ol’ Blaze’s legs ain’t as good. If it come to a horse race with Spanish soldiers, you might not finish.” He responded to Michael’s disappointment by placing his big hand on
Michael’s arm. “Like as not we’ll find everything clear, and you’ll be goin’ over soon enough.”

Eli grinned. “I promise you, boy, we won’t try to catch no wild horses till you get there.”

Cyrus Blackwood waited until Mordecai and Eli had pushed their horses into the river and out of hearing before he said testily, “In my day a button didn’t open his mouth till he was told to, and he didn’t say nothin’ except what he was asked.”

Michael’s face warmed. He sensed that Cyrus was trying to pick an argument with him. He sensed also that Cyrus was afraid of Mordecai, so picking on Mordecai’s son was an indirect form of retaliation. Michael wanted to oblige the reprobate, but his father would say that only a hog gets down into the mud to wrestle another hog. He turned awkwardly away without giving answer.

Cyrus said, “I was talkin’ to you, boy.”

Old Man Wilson rode up beside Cyrus. His dun horse wickedly took advantage of the opportunity and sank its teeth into the hide of Cyrus’s black. The black horse squealed and made a lunge that tumbled Cyrus out of the saddle. Cyrus rolled on the ground and scrambled desperately to get out of his panicked horse’s way. He glared angrily at Old Man Wilson. “You done that on purpose. That horse of yours needs a whip taken to him.”

Wilson, who never spoke except when it was necessary, and then always in a quiet voice, said, “You ever try it and you’ll eat that whip, handle and all.” He turned to Michael. “That ol’ pony of yours needs a rest, son. Why don’t you take the saddle off of him and let him graze a spell?”

As always, Cyrus swallowed his pride and turned away. He caught his black horse and led it apart from the others. He sat on the ground, in the horse’s shadow, and sulked.

Wilson said to Michael, “Don’t you pay him no mind, son. Him and his whole family ain’t worth a bucket of cold spit. The only opinion you need to be concerned about is your papa’s, and your own.”

“My own?”


“Sure. Always be at peace with yourself. Then you can go to sleep at night justified.”

Mordecai and Eli returned after a couple of hours, satisfied that soldiers were nowhere around. “All right, boys,” said Mordecai with a broad smile, “let’s go to Texas.”

The water was colder than Michael expected. It took his breath. He found himself shivering as he followed his father’s lead and slipped out of the saddle to make it easier for his horse to swim. He held on to Blaze’s mane, for he was not much of a swimmer himself. The trees on the Texas bank seemed to bob up and down in rhythm with the horse’s movement.

As he found shallow ground, Michael caught Blaze’s reins and led the horse up onto dry land. Blaze shook himself like a dog. Michael wondered if his old leather saddle could stand the punishment, for the stirrups swung wildly, and Cyrus Blackwood had to step back to avoid being struck. He muttered something under his breath and gave Michael a hard glance.

Michael refused to let Cyrus’s sourness spoil his exhilaration. Texas! They had finally reached it. He stood trembling from the cold as the wind searched through the wet cotton shirt stuck to his body. Or perhaps it was not altogether from the cold. He looked up the bank past the trees at the expanse of rolling prairie stretching to the horizon. He thought the air here smelled differently from that on the Louisiana side, though he knew this was wild imagination.

“Beautiful!” he declared to whoever might be listening.

Eli Pleasant said, “Looks pretty much like the other side. But I reckon it’s like the Bible says: the forbidden fruit always tastes the sweetest.”

Michael asked, “Is it really all that forbidden?”

“You’ll know it is if we run into an officer by the name of Rodriguez. Come on, Michael, and help me wipe out these tracks.”

Each of them broke a small limb from a tree. As the others moved up over the riverbank and into the shelter of the timber, Michael and Eli dragged the branches across the
horse tracks and boot prints on the wet soil. They were only partially successful in making the ground look as smooth as before. But Eli said, “Time it’s dried and the wind has worked on it a while, it’ll be all right.”

Michael pointed into the timber. “What about up there?”

Eli shook his head. “Any patrol that comes along’ll work the riverbank. If they don’t find nothin’ here, they ain’t apt to look further. Come on now, boy, or we’ll get left.”

As Mordecai had promised, eastern Texas was a broader, more open land than Michael’s old home country in Tennessee. It was alternately forest land and rolling prairie, the latter covered by dense stands of tall grasses that rubbed against Michael’s stirrups. The seedheads of some types reached up to his shoulders as he sat on Blaze’s back. Even when the riders traversed the open prairies, they were almost always within sight of forest lands.

Michael could not see sign that anyone else had ever been here. It was as if they were the first human beings to set foot upon this endless land. The thought of it raised bumps on his skin and made him tremble, chilled though the sun was warm.

Mordecai stayed close to the timber when he could, like a deer which tries always to be within a few bounds of cover. The timber was often dense pine, not unlike that which Michael knew at home. Other times it was a mixture of species tall and short, and sometimes it was moss-covered oaks. Mordecai paused often for a long and cautious look around. Not until they had traveled for three days did he finally become emboldened by their failure to see any sign of soldiers, or even of civilians.

Eli explained, “The Spanish, they don’t scatter out as much as we-uns when they settle. They had a-plenty of hell in the early days from Injuns hereabouts, so they always stayed pretty close together. Even yet, you’ll find most of the Spanish livin’ in clusters like at Nacogdoches, and way south at San Antonio de Bexar and La Bahia. All out in the middle is vacant country, just beggin’ for somebody to come and make use of it.”


Michael gloried in the size of the country. The fourth day he asked Eli, “Are we still in Texas? Seems like we ought to’ve passed plumb through it and into somethin’ else.”

Eli grinned. “We ain’t hardly even started yet.”

“There’s so much of it,” Mordecai enthused. Michael had been able to tell that the land had taken hold of his father as it had himself, from the minute they swam their horses across the Sabine and let them drip off on the Texas side. “Just look at what them Spanish are lettin’ go to waste. I believe a man could grow just about anything in this soil.”

“Texas ain’t all like this,” Eli warned. “Some of it is rocky and thin, and a lot of it is choked up with canebrakes a man has got to cut his way across. There’s places where it don’t rain hardly atall.”

“But the waste! There’s people in Tennessee would give their lives for a country like this. Ol’ Hickory could come in here with a hundred or two good men and take it from one end to the other. Wouldn’t be a patch on the fight we had with the British at New Orleans.”

Eli made a dark frown. “The takin’ would be the easy part. The holdin’ might be a lot tougher, when them Spanish bring their army up from the south. There was some filibusters a few years ago named Gutierrez and Magee. They come in here with a thousand or so and thought they had the whole country won. But when they stretched theirselves all the way down to Bexar, it was like a cannon blowed up in their faces. The killin’ ain’t stopped even yet.”

A glow was in Mordecai’s eyes, a glow Michael had seen every time they picked up and moved to “better” land. “There never was nothin’ worth the havin’ that didn’t take a fight.”

Eli’s frown bit deeper. “We come here for horses.”

Michael had studied Lucero’s map. It indicated where Lucero thought Mordecai’s party would be most likely to find horses running wild. Michael was fairly sure his father was not taking them in that direction, at least not yet. After several days he began to sense that Mordecai was surveying the land, running an inventory of sorts. He made notes on
the map, adding things to it like streams and rivers and forests, and especially open deep-soil areas that he thought would be good farming country.

It was the grumbling that finally brought Mordecai back to his original purpose. Cyrus Blackwood had complained from the first, of course, and Mordecai paid no attention to him. But when it started coming from Old Man Wilson and the Macklin brothers, and finally even from Eli Pleasant, he led the party out of the canebrakes and pine forests, moving southwestward onto the open, rolling prairie.

One day the Tennesseans sat on their mounts atop a small hill and looked down toward a tree-lined stream where a large band of horses watered, a big blood-bay stallion standing watch over his harem. Michael found himself holding his breath, for the thrill hit him hard. He did not remember that he had ever seen so many horses in one place, certainly not running wild and free. He declared to Mordecai, “Papa, it must have looked this way to God when He finished His work and rested on the seventh day.”

Mordecai nodded, caught up in the splendor of the horses. “I’d not be surprised, son. A finer sight I’ve never seen.”

Eli was the only man in the group who had any experience with wild horses. He said, “If this was a mountain country, a man could fence off a canyon and trap them in it. But out here in the open, about the best you can do is chase them till you run them down, then take one of these rawhide reatas we got in Natchitoches and work a loop over their heads. Then you got you a horse, if you can keep him.”

Mordecai looked over the eager faces of his men, then winked at Michael. “Well, then, let’s go get us a horse.”

He charged down the hillside with a reata in his hand. Michael heeled old Blaze into the best run he could muster, but his father kept widening the gap with Uncle Benjamin’s good sorrel horse. The stallion tossed its head and gave an alarm. The wild horses flushed like a covey of quail from the banks of the stream and broke into a desperate run across the rolling prairie. Unencumbered by riders and saddles, most of them soon widened the distance between themselves and
the horsemen, just as Mordecai widened the distance between himself and the rest of his group. The only animal which did not was an old mare so heavy with foal that she seemed likely to give birth at any minute. Michael watched his father ride alongside her and try several times to work the loop around her neck before he finally managed. The mare fought the rope, then bared her teeth and charged at Mordecai. He retreated a little and let her get some slack in the reata. As she hit the end of it, the rawhide broke, and she ran free. She would have gotten away if the Macklin brothers had not followed in wild pursuit and tossed another loop over her head.

Eli and Michael and the others chased the main body of horses a while until Eli called a halt and declared the effort hopeless. Their mounts were lathered with sweat and breathing heavily as they returned to Mordecai and the Macklin brothers and the mare. She still struggled on the end of the reata, slowly choking herself to the ground.

Mordecai pointed his chin toward her and said ruefully, “At least we got two of them, countin’ the foal she’s fixin’ to have.”

Eli said, “We got to do better than just charge after them like a pack of hounds. We got to have us a system.”

Over the next few days the system evolved a little at a time as the men became increasingly experienced. They ran the horses in a wide circle, part of the riders waiting and resting their mounts while two or three kept the circle going. Those rested would take up the chase as the circle came around, and the others would drop out. The wild horses were kept running until they were ready for collapse. Then the riders could pick the ones they wanted, the younger mares and the stud colts not yet old enough for the old stallion to have run them out of the harem. A man would drop a rawhide loop around a neck and fight the animal to a standstill. The caught horse would be thrown to the ground and one foot tied up, to be left that way sometimes for days. When they became reasonably tractable, that treatment would be replaced by hobbles that prevented their running.
Michael found exhilaration in the chase, in the fight, in the captures.

Slowly, ever so slowly, it seemed, the number of caught horses increased … a dozen, two dozen, three. For every horse taken, a man suffered a bruise, a knot, miscellaneous abrasions and contusions. Cyrus Blackwood declared it a man-killing operation, though he always held back and let someone else take the punishment. When a big colt got him down, stepped in the middle of his back, and then dragged him a hundred feet across the grassy prairie, he was ready to quit.

“We got horses enough to make us all some money,” Blackwood argued. “I say it’s time we start back.”

Mordecai granted him but brief hearing, for it was clearly the consensus of the group that they wanted to stay and take more horses. Eli Pleasant spoke for them all. “Ain’t no use settlin’ for sowbelly when a man can have the whole hog.”

Mordecai began to worry, however, when a couple of Spanish settlers rode down into camp one day and quietly looked over the crude set of brush pens in which the captured horses were being confined at night. Through Eli, who knew some Spanish as well as French, they said they were looking for a couple of their mares that had been stolen by a wild stallion. They did not find them among the ones the Tennesseans had caught.

Eli’s face furrowed as he watched the pair ride away. He told Mordecai, “They may not report us to the soldiers, but they’ll talk to their friends about us. Sooner or later, it’s apt to get back to the military.”

Mordecai shrugged. “I don’t know what we can do about it.”

Cyrus Blackwood suggested darkly, “Dead men won’t tell nobody nothin’.”

Mordecai shook his head. “They probably wouldn’t do us any harm on purpose. We got no right to hurt them.”

“It’s us or them,” Blackwood argued. “I say we go and kill them.” He started for his horse.

Eli Pleasant moved after him, but Mordecai pushed him aside and caught up to Cyrus himself. He flattened him with
one good swing of his fist, then stood over him with his face an angry red. “Cyrus, you’ve whined and raised hell ever since we left Tennessee. Now you shut your goddamned mouth, or I’ll neck you to one of them wild colts and let him teach you to lead!”

When Cyrus looked as if he would make some heated reply, Mordecai grabbed him by the shirt and shook him like a dog would shake a rabbit, then threw him to the ground again. He stood over him, tall and strong and trembling in righteous anger. “Not a word, Cyrus. Not one damned word!”

Michael had never felt prouder of his father.

Cyrus looked around in vain for sympathy. He bowed his head and rubbed his hand across his mouth and stared mutely at the thin smear of blood he brought away.

That night he failed to awaken Michael to take his place on guard watch. Michael awoke and went on his own.

He found that Cyrus Blackwood was gone.




 MORDECAI WAS considerably agitated. “The damned fool, he’ll never make it back to Tennessee alone. He’ll die someplace and never be heard of again.”

Eli Pleasant took some pleasure in that thought. But another worried him. “What if the soldiers was to catch him? He’d lead them to us, like as not. He’d trade us all to save hisself.”

Grave doubt came into Mordecai’s face. He walked down to the horse pen and stared a while at the catch. The rest of the men slowly followed him. Mordecai turned, after a bit, his decision made.

“I wanted to take back more horses than this. We come a long ways and earned the chance. But every day we stay, the bigger the risk gets. So we’ll give thanks to the Lord for what He’s let us have, and we’ll start east right now.”

The Macklin boys were inclined to stay a while longer and gamble. Eli and Old Man Wilson sided with Mordecai, and after some argument they brought the rest around to
their thinking. The outfit ate breakfast, then broke camp. The horses were let out of the brush pen as they had been for many days, when Michael loose-herded them to graze while the rest of the men went horse-hunting. Most had gentled enough to remain together and respond to herding. Those animals still inclined to break for freedom were hobbled as a handicap.

Mordecai decided to try driving them without hobbles, for the horses could move considerably faster that way. A couple of the big colts and one mare tried to run. They had to be overtaken, snared, and choked into submission. These Mordecai tied onto a long rope, and the Macklins took turns leading them behind the main bunch. Their noses were sore from the halters, and they resisted but little.

Mordecai pushed hard the first day, purposely tiring the horses to lessen the chances of losing them all. Toward nightfall Eli rode ahead and located a natural gully, its walls too steep for the horses to climb. Brush was piled behind and in front of the mustangs to prevent their escape in the night.

The second day went easier, and Mordecai decided to accept a slower pace. Evenings when no suitable natural trap could be located, it was necessary to catch the horses one by one and tie them to trees. Supper would be prepared hastily and the fire snuffed out so it would not betray the camp after darkness.

Mordecai said nothing, but Michael could see a growing uneasiness in his father’s face, and the contagion among the other men was considerable. Eli Pleasant kept looking back over his shoulder.

One night Mordecai sat spraddle-legged on the ground, laboriously wrapping and securing a patch of sorts around the toe of a disintegrating leather boot. This expedition had left the men in rags and all but barefoot. “Son,” he said, “I never did tell you how proud I was, the way you snuck off and follered after us. Showed a lot of nerve, even if it was not very good judgment. I done pretty much the same thing once, follered after my pap and my Uncle Simeon when they went off to fight Injuns. Pap threatened the lickin’ of my life,
but he let me stay. Later on, I wished he’d whipped me and sent me home. We fell into the damndest Injun fight you’d ever want to see.” He cut a leather string with his sharp hunting knife and threaded it through a tiny hole in the patch while the tip of his tongue stuck out one comer of his mouth. “I’m wishin’ now that you was still home with your mama.”

Michael said, “We’re doin’ all right.”

“We got a ways to go before we reach the Sabine. I ain’t told the others—it ain’t good for them to see the leader fret—but I’m gettin’ a real dark feelin’.”

Michael could have told him they all sensed it, but he saw nothing to be gained by adding to his father’s burden.

Mordecai looked around carefully to be sure no one was within earshot. “If anything was to happen that you got back and I didn’t, I’d want you to tell your mama that I love her. I ain’t been the kind of husband she deserves, but I’ve loved her from the first time ever I laid eyes on her. I ain’t never once betrayed her.”

“She knows that, Papa.”

“Well, you tell her anyway.” Mordecai set the boot down and stared at Michael in the near darkness. “I been lucky. I not only had me a good wife, but I had me a bunch of young‘uns that done me proud. Joseph, he’s like your Uncle Ben, and you’re like me. Andrew, he’s a little like all of us, and yet he’s not really like any of us. That’s probably to his everlastin’ credit. But you’re all Lewises; that’s what counts. Don’t you ever forget who you are, and what you come from.”

“I won’t forget, Papa.”

Mordecai hugged him. Surprised, Michael returned the hug without shame. He did not care whether anyone saw or not.

The men were up at daylight, fixed a quick breakfast, and began untying the wild horses from the trees. Eli Pleasant had freed a young stud and was holding him while he loosed another. The stud suddenly wheeled and knocked Eli down, stepping on him. The other big colt broke free. Together the two loose horses lifted their tails and took off to the south as hard as they could run, trailing their rawhide halter ropes.


Cursing, bleeding, Eli jumped into his saddle. “You-all go ahead,” he shouted to Mordecai. “I’ll catch up to you.” He was gone in a minute, spurring Jug over a low hill where the two young animals had disappeared.

Big Red nickered and had to be restrained from following after him. The two horses had been inseparable.

Michael wanted to follow and help, but Mordecai said Eli could take care of himself. The rest of the bunch was set to moving. Michael looked back several times and saw no sign of Eli. Mordecai assured him, “He’ll be catchin’ up to us in his own good time. Won’t hurt to keep a-watchin’ for him, though.”

Thus it was that Michael was the first to see the Spanish soldiers closing up rapidly behind them in a hard gallop. For a moment his throat was so tight he could bring out no sound. Then he managed to shout urgently, “Papa!” and point.

Mordecai turned in the saddle. “Godalmighty!” He yelled, “Push’em hard, boys! Let’s make for that timber yonder!”

The Tennesseans began hollering, waving their hats, and slapping them against their legs, putting the captured horses into a run. But it was futile. The soldiers were gaining, some already moving past the Tennesseans in a strong bid to surround them. Mordecai shouted, “Let the horses go.”

It was already too late. The soldiers began firing. Michael heard an angry buzz, like a hornet, as a slug passed his face. One of the Macklin brothers brought up a rifle and fired back. It was a useless gesture, for the long barrel bobbed up and down with every stride his horse made.

A powerful force struck Michael in the shoulder and drove him forward over Blaze’s neck. Instinctively he grabbed a handful of mane and tried to hang on. His shoulder began to burn like the fires of Hell. He gasped for breath but could not find it. He felt himself sliding off the running horse, helpless.

A strong hand caught and held him. He heard Old Man Wilson’s voice. “Mordecai! Your boy’s hit!”

Mordecai Lewis cried, “Michael!” He reined over quickly
and encircled Michael with a powerful arm just as Blaze pulled away. Michael felt himself bounced against his father’s body. His feet dragged the ground as Mordecai tried desperately to hold onto him. Mordecai got Big Red stopped and swung down from the saddle, easing Michael onto his back on the ground. Old Man Wilson stopped and dismounted beside Mordecai. The teacher Judkins saw their predicament and reined up, turning back to join them. The others raced on, unaware.

Gasping for breath, Michael managed to rasp, “Go on, Papa. Don’t stop.” But Big Red jerked free and ran away in a panic after Blaze, the stirrups flopping. Mordecai knelt over Michael and tore at his shirt. “Hush, son,” he whispered.

Michael could hear a rattle of gunfire ahead. Old Man Wilson said huskily, “God help us, Mordecai. They’re killin’ them all!”




9

LYING ON his side while his father tried anxiously to stop the bleeding with cloth torn from his own rough-spun shirt, Michael gritted his teeth against a blazing fire that brought tears to his eyes. Even through the tears, he could see that soldiers had surrounded the little huddle of Tennesseans—him, his father, Old Man Wilson, and Judkins. A dark fear all but smothered him as he listened to the distant firing of guns. Even more fearful was the silence that followed.

He heard Judkins say in a trembling voice, “It’s just us now. God in heaven, Mordecai, what do we do?”

His father was silent. There was no answer to give.

In a while the main body of soldiers came straggling back. Through a reddening haze, Michael saw that they had caught the horses and were bringing them along, the wild ones augmented by those the Tennesseans had ridden. The soldiers who had remained behind to guard the four Americans were joined by two dozen more. Michael soon discerned which was the leader. The man snapped orders in a voice which bespoke absolute authority. His soldiers were quick to respond, showing more apprehension of him than of the men they had surrounded.

Mordecai and Wilson and Judkins still had their guns, but
Mordecai counseled gravely, “We can’t shoot our way out of this. Best we can do is try to bargain.”

“Bargain with what?” asked Judkins.

Again, Mordecai had no answer. His face was frozen as if chiseled from stone.

The officer rode up close. He studied the captives only a moment before he instinctively chose Mordecai as the leader. Michael’s father had always had that look about him, tall and imposing. The Spaniard spoke sharply in his own language but elicited no response. The only man who could have understood was Eli, and Eli had gone chasing after runaway horses.

The officer shifted to a heavily-accented English. “Is there one among you who speaks Spanish?”

Mordecai quickly shook his head. “Ain’t nobody can.”

The officer was of somewhat lighter complexion than his men, and his eyes were blue. Eli had told Michael that many pure-blood Spaniards were fair-skinned and blue-eyed, that they looked with contempt upon their dark-skinned and dark-eyed countrymen. The officer wore a uniform of a much better cut than those of his men, though it was dusty and wrinkled. He had been on the trail for some days, by the look of him. He was plainly tired and out of sorts. He barked commands in Spanish to one of his men whom Michael took to be a junior officer of some kind. He said a word which Michael took to mean sergeant.

The sergeant, a darker-skinned man, detailed a young soldier to gather the Tennesseans’ weapons.

Mordecai resisted, raising his rifle. “You’ve got no right. We’re Americans.”

The officer leaned forward in the saddle and slashed Mordecai’s face with a quirt, bringing blood and leaving a welt that rapidly began to turn purple. Michael cried, “Papa …” and tried to raise up. He dropped back weakly, the pain racking him. Mordecai held stubbornly to the rifle until the officer slashed him again, wresting the weapon from his hands and giving it to the hesitant young soldier with a rebuke. He snarled, “Tell the others to surrender their guns.”


Mordecai gave no such order, but Wilson and Judkins saw the futility of resistance. The soldier collected their weapons. Michael’s long rifle, the one Grandpa had given him, had fallen when Michael was hit. He did not know if the soldiers had found it. At the moment it didn’t matter.

Mordecai said urgently, “My son’s been wounded. He needs help.”

The officer made no acknowledgement. He centered his attention on Mordecai. “Now, americano, this is New Spain. Why are you here?”

Blood trickled from the cut on Mordecai’s face. He gave the officer a long, defiant stare. “You can see for yourself. We come to catch wild horses. Now, you goin’ to help my boy?”

The officer slashed at him a third time, the quirt lashing Mordecai’s arms as he raised them to protect his face. “You lie. You are spies.”

Mordecai gave him a look of hatred that would be fatal if looks had been able to kill. “We just come huntin’ horses. You goin’ to sit there and let my boy bleed to death?”

The officer turned in the saddle and crisply gave an order. A soldier on horseback prodded another horseman with the muzzle of a rifle. Blinking, Michael recognized the black horse, and he knew who the rider had to be.

Mordecai let go a long breath. “Cyrus Blackwood. Somehow I knew.”

Cyrus cried, “It weren’t my fault, Mordecai. They whipped me somethin’ shameful. You ought to see my back.”

Mordecai turned away from him in disgust. “All those men … I don’t even want to see your face.”

Old Man Wilson crimsoned, and he cursed in words that would scorch the hide of a wild hog loose in the woods. When he took a step toward Cyrus, the officer shouted an order, and most of his troops raised rifles to their shoulders.

Michael gritted his teeth and braced himself for the impact of another bullet. He thought of his mother, who would never know what had become of him. She would have
wanted him to say a prayer, but in the turmoil his brain seemed numbed.

Wilson stepped back beside Mordecai, but he was not through with Cyrus. “May you burn in Hell for a million years!”

The officer leaned forward again in his saddle, staring hard into Mordecai’s face. “Do you know who I am, American?”

Mordecai said with gravel in his voice, “I’d bet your name is Rodriguez.”

A cruel smile crossed the officer’s face. “It is good that you Americans have heard of me. You know I will do what I say.”

Mordecai said, “What about my boy?”

Wilson and Judkins still held their horses. Rodriguez gave a sharp order, and a soldier took both animals, turning them in with the others.

Rodriguez gave Michael a moment’s scrutiny. No sympathy showed in his pale blue eyes. “You are in pain, young man?”

Michael groaned for an answer.

The officer said, “Soon you will feel nothing.”

Mordecai stiffened. “What’re you sayin’?”

“The penalty for trespass upon the king’s land is death!”

Mordecai staggered as if he had been hit in the stomach. Mordecai looked down hollow-eyed at Michael and whispered, “Jesus.” He turned his face back to Rodriguez. “You got to give us a trial.”

“A trial is for your country. You should have remained in your country.” Rodriguez’s gaze roved contemptuously over the Tennesseans. “Here there is only military law. Here I say who lives. I say who dies.”

Mordecai looked gravely to either side of him at the two comrades who stood in stunned silence. He said in a quiet voice, “I’m sorry I brought you to this.”

Old Man Wilson said, “We all knowed the risk. You didn’t drag none of us here against our will.”

Mordecai knelt beside Michael, touching him with a gentle hand. “My son is not of age,” he pleaded. “And these
other men, they ain’t responsible neither. Whatever we’ve done, it was my say-so, and mine alone. Take me and let the others go, please.”

Rodriguez dismounted and handed his reins to a nearby soldier with a nod that said to take the horse aside. He shouted an order to the sergeant, who relayed it to the men. Half a dozen dismounted and formed a line. The sergeant delegated other men to hold their horses. A heavy muzzle-loading pistol in his hand, Rodriguez began to back away from the Americans. Michael swallowed hard, knowing what the move meant. He thought his heart had already stopped beating.

The sergeant said something which, by the tone of it, sounded like a protest. The officer responded in sharp anger. The sergeant then pointed to Michael. He seemed to be pleading Michael’s case. The officer railed at him, and the sergeant shrugged, bowing his head.

Rodriguez turned once more to face Mordecai. In a cutting voice he declared, “You wanted our land. Very well. You may stay here forever!”

He gave an order, and the soldiers aimed their muskets.

Michael had never seen his father stand so straight, so tall. Mordecai shouted, “They’re fixin’ to kill us. At least let’s die a-fightin’!”

He gave a shout of defiance and charged toward Rodriguez with his hands outstretched. Surprised, the officer took a step backward. He was slow in bringing up his pistol. Mordecai’s hands were on Rodriguez’s throat when the pistol’s pan flashed and powder belched from the muzzle. Mordecai stumbled in midstride and staggered back. He pitched to the ground beside Michael. His brains were blown out.

The muskets roared. Michael’s heart was in his throat as he rolled over toward his fallen father. He heard Judkins scream as bullets tore into him. Horses squealed in terror and jerked and fought and pitched. Old Man Wilson, though hit, managed to grapple with a soldier. Another soldier brought the butt of his rifle up and clubbed the old man in
the back of the head, then dropped to one knee, whipped a long knife from his belt, and slashed Wilson’s throat. Wilson thrashed on the ground.

Michael cried, “Papa!” and reached out to touch his father. He stared in horror at Mordecai’s sightless eyes, at the spilling blood, the jagged pieces of skull smashed by the officer’s bullet.

Rage overwhelmed his fear and his pain. He shouted in fury and tried to push to his feet. The soldier who had killed Wilson smashed the butt of his rifle into Michael’s back. The ground rushed up and slammed Michael in the face. His shoulder was afire like the furnaces of Hell. He gasped in vain for breath.

Judkins was still twitching. Rodriguez reloaded his pistol, and coldly fired it point-blank into Judkins’s head. Then he saw that the firing had set the captured horses into a wild run. He waved his arms and shouted, moving quickly toward his own horse. He swung into the saddle and gave an angry order to the sergeant. He pointed at Michael and at Cyrus.

Cyrus began weeping uncontrollably. “No. No, you promised. You promised me!”

The officer gave him a look of contempt and spurred off after the scattering horses.

Only the sergeant remained, and the young soldier who had been reluctant about taking the Tennesseans’ rifles. The sergeant motioned for Cyrus to dismount. Cyrus blubbered and pleaded and fell to his knees, his trembling hands clasped. “Oh God! He promised he’d let me go. Oh God! Please!”

Michael managed to roll onto his back and defiantly stare up at the sergeant, though he saw him only through a red blur. He tried to lick his lips, dry as leather, and found his tongue just as dry. He wanted to tell Cyrus to shut off his crying and act like a man, but he could not speak. He willed himself to die with dignity, as his father had.

The sergeant said something to the young soldier. The soldier fired his musket into the air. The sergeant aimed his pistol above Cyrus’s head and squeezed the trigger. Cyrus
screamed and slumped to the ground, terrified. Scornfully the sergeant poked him with the hot, smoking muzzle. “Get up. I do not shoot you, cobarde.”

Cyrus pushed onto hands and knees, shaking in terror. He would not look directly at the sergeant. The dark-skinned man said, “I leave your horse. You help this boy.” He pointed in the direction the officer and the other soldiers had ridden. His English came slowly, as if he were thinking the words out one at a time. “Rodriguez must not see. You wait. Later you take boy, and you go.” He pointed eastward.

The sergeant looked sorrowfully at the fallen Tennesseans, especially at Mordecai. He shook his head. “Triste. Muy triste.” He knelt and gently turned Michael onto his side to examine the wound in his shoulder. He motioned to Cyrus. “You come. You help.”

Cyrus did not move. The sergeant’s voice went sharp, and he drew his hand across his throat with a message that was unmistakable. “You help this boy.”

Cyrus’s body was racked with his sobbing, but he crawled over to Michael. Reluctantly he took hold of the bloody piece of shirt that Mordecai had torn and pressed it against the wound. Michael ground his teeth as the pain intensified. The sergeant looked down with pity. He made the sign of the cross and mounted his horse. He glanced back once before he and the young soldier rode off after the others.

Michael caught the pungent smell of urine. Cyrus, in his terror, had wet himself.

Cyrus stopped his whimpering after a bit. He stood up, turning the cloth loose and letting Michael roll onto his back. Michael bit off a cry as a stabbing pain grabbed him.

The black horse stood where the sergeant had left him, tied to a small shrub. Cyrus walked shakily toward the animal. Weakly Michael called, “Cyrus! Cyrus!”

Cyrus swung into the saddle. Michael summoned strength to call, “Don’t leave me.”

Cyrus seemed to have a hard time making himself turn around. He did, finally, and rode back. The black horse snorted, uneasy at the smell of blood. Cyrus gripped the
reins up short. “I got to go, boy, don’t you see that? They’re liable to come back. I got to go.”

“Cyrus, don’t …”

“If there was any hope for you, boy … but there ain’t. I got to think of my ownself … I got to think of my family.”

He turned quickly and rode off toward the nearest timber. In a minute the soft thud of the horse’s hoofs was gone. The only sound Michael could hear was the buzzing of flies, drawn to the blood. And he heard his own voice crying …

“Papa! Papa!”
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THOUGH MICHAEL’S eyes were closed, the sun seemed to penetrate the lids and sear them. He lay half-conscious, paralyzed. Perhaps he was dead. Perhaps this was the sensation that came when life left the body. He could not move his arms and legs. He felt as if someone held a flaming torch against his shoulder, pinning him to the ground. He tried to open his eyes but was forced to close them against the harsh brilliance of the sun. Through a loud roaring in his ears he became conscious of flies walking across his face, and of someone groaning. He realized the sound came from his own tortured body.

Surely, he thought, he could not be dead, for the dead were not supposed to feel pain.

Dazed, he was unable for a time to remember where he was, or how he came to be in such a condition. Then it began rushing back to him like a relentless flood tide. He remembered his father’s cry, the desperate shouting, the musket fire, the screams of mortally wounded Judkins. He remembered his own smothering fear as he had awaited the final bullet that would kill him. He remembered his father falling beside him.

He gave way to a moment of panic. Papa! What’s happened to Papa?


The rest of it came back to him. He tried to raise up, to look around, to see where Papa lay. He could not move. He strained until he was exhausted, but he roused no response from his arms or legs. He gave up in despair, wondering why he had not died with the others. Grief and anger and hurt took hold of him together, and tears burned the eyes he was unable to open.

He became aware, after a while, of new sounds, of horses moving in the deep grass. He heard the creak of saddle leather as a rider dismounted. They’ve come back to kill me! he thought, and strangely felt no fear. Death might come now as a blessing. He heard a voice repeating over and over, “My God! My God!”

Through the pain and the burning glare of the sun, it came to him that he knew the voice. He tried to speak the name, but he could not bring it out. All that came was a moan.

“Michael! Michael, boy!”

He felt hands touching him, gripping his shoulder, bringing the pain to a sudden new high. He cried aloud in reaction to it.

Eli Pleasant said, “Praise the Lord, boy. It’s a miracle you’re alive.”

If I’m alive, why can’t I move? Michael thought. Why can’t I speak?

The sun no longer burned against his closed eyes. He realized Eli was blocking it. With a determined effort he brought his eyes open for a second or two. He sensed more than saw Eli’s bearded face. “Eli. Eli.” He heard the sound of the words and knew he had managed to say them aloud. “Eli … Papa?”

After a moment of hesitation, Eli said, “I’m sorry, boy. He’s dead. They’re all dead. God knows why you ain’t. Now you hold still.”

Eli tore Michael’s shirt and in doing so moved him a little. Michael cried out at the burning.

Eli said, “I know it hurts, boy. You just go ahead and cry. If cryin’ didn’t help, the Lord wouldn’t of fixed us to where we could.” His hands probed. Michael sternly made up his
mind not to cry out again. He ground his teeth together as Eli examined the wound.

Eli said, “The longer the ball stays in there, the worse it’ll get. I got to cut it out of you now, else you’re most apt to foller off after your papa.”

Michael managed to hold his eyes open a little longer. He saw three horses, Eli’s and the two wild ones Eli had ridden off to pursue. Eli had tied the two captured animals to a scrub pine tree and his own horse to another. Eli walked back with a quirt from his saddle. He said, “I wish there was some whiskey to give you first. Best I can do is let you bite down on this.”

He placed the quirt in Michael’s mouth. “Now you clamp down tight. This is fixin’ to hurt like all hell.”

Eli had always been a man of his word, and never more so than now. As the knife blade punched into the wound, Michael’s body went stiff. He tried to suppress the scream but could not. It was the last thing he heard before he sank deeply into the ground, into a darkness which had no bottom.

Consciousness returned by fits and flickers, like a lantern lighted, blown out, and lighted again. He felt as if someone had driven a white-hot poker into his shoulder and left it there. He raised his right hand, seeking the spot, and remembered that it was in the back where he could not reach. It occurred to him, when his mind cleared a little, that he had been unable to move the hand before. He forced his eyes open a bit at a time and found Eli seated on the ground, gazing anxiously at him.

“Good boy,” Eli said. “I was afeered you wouldn’t come out of it atall.”

Consciousness brought the terrible memories rushing back. He asked plaintively, “Papa?”

“You’re the only one come through it. How they overlooked you, I ain’t got the slightest idee.”

They hadn’t overlooked him. Michael remembered the sergeant who had been left behind to dispatch him but had spared him instead. And he remembered there had been someone else.


“Cyrus,” he said weakly.

“How’s that?” Eli demanded.

“Cyrus. He was here.” He could see the confusion in Eli’s eyes, and he strained to get the words out. “He gave us away. He just rode off and left me.”

He saw doubt in Eli’s eyes. Eli probably thought this was a product of Michael’s delirium. Eli said, “Not even Cyrus Blackwood is that low …” But he began to reconsider. “And then again …”

Tears scalded Michael’s eyes as he thought of his father. “I wish they killed me too.”

“Don’t question the Lord and His gifts, boy. There’s a purpose in all that He does.”

Eli stiffened suddenly, and his hand darted toward the rifle he had leaned across Mordecai’s body. He crouched, staring. Michael heard something. It sounded like a horse’s hoofs, pounding softly in the grass. He thought, They’re coming back

“Run, Eli,” he said. “Get away.”

Eli put his finger to his lips in a sign for silence. After a moment he raised up, surprise in his face. “It’s your papa’s horse, Big Red. He must’ve got loose from them.”

The horse nickered, then trotted up to Eli’s mount.

Eli said, “God bless him, he come back lookin’ for Jug.” He pushed to his feet and walked cautiously toward the sorrel, careful not to startle him into running again. He caught the reins and led the animal up to Michael. “The Lord’s sent him for a good purpose, son. Them two wild horses ain’t fit to ride, and I been wonderin’ how I was goin’ to get you out of this place before them Spanish maybe circle back and finish the job.”

Michael looked at his father’s body. “What about Papa? You’re not leavin’ him just layin’ here …”

“I got no choice, boy. I got nothin’ to dig with, and there ain’t no rocks hereabouts to cover him and the others. The dead are in the Lord’s hands. I got to think of the livin’.”

Michael cried out against leaving his father unburied, but Eli made no further answer. He lifted Michael up with considerable
difficulty and got him into Mordecai’s saddle. Michael thought the pain would bludgeon him back into unconsciousness, but it ebbed after he had sat slumped on the sorrel horse for a minute.

Eli asked, “Think you can stay on, or had I ought to tie you in the saddle?”

Thinking came with difficulty, but Michael said, “Tie me.”

While doing so, Eli said, “Them two wild horses’ll be a right smart of trouble. I’d sooner turn them loose. But we’ll be needin’ cash money when we get to Natchitoches. Maybe they’ll fetch enough to where we can pay our way.”

Eli mounted Jug. Leaning from the saddle, he untied the two horses and led them. He had already jerked them around enough that the rawhide halters had made their noses sore, so they responded to his pull on the long leather reins. They followed, for resistance hurt too much.

Michael went along because he was too weak for resistance. He turned his head and looked back as long as he could see the place where his father and the other men lay sprawled in death.

“I don’t want to leave him there,” he cried. “Papa!”




 MICHAEL LAPSED into unconsciousness off and on. It was well that he was tied to the horse. He had no idea how long they traveled before Eli came to a halt. He heard Eli mumble to himself, then say aloud, “You’re about done, boy. We got to take the risk.”

Michael had no idea what Eli was talking about until he became aware of a log hut, of a youth working with an ox team in a small field, pulling the animals to a halt as Eli rode out of the timber and moved toward him, leading Big Red and the two wild horses. The lad was little older than Michael, but he had the same dark brown face as the soldiers who had opened fire so suddenly. Michael felt hatred rise up through the pain.

Eli asked, “You speak English, friend?” The response was
but a shrug of the shoulders. Eli spoke then in Spanish. The lad made a reply which Eli seemed to accept as favorable. Eli talked in a broken, halting manner. Whatever he said, the youth seemed to grasp it, and his brown eyes were sympathetic as he studied Michael, slumped and tied in the saddle. “Pobrecito,” he murmured. He left the oxen standing and trotted toward the hut, leading the way.

Eli said, “He told me he hates the damned soldiers too. We got no choice but to trust him.”

Michael lost consciousness when they lifted him from the saddle. He was vaguely aware of being carried into the hut and placed on a crude and lumpy cot. He was aware of a woman washing the wound clean and pouring something over it that seared like the iron hinges of Hell. Michael dropped away. When he finally came around, he saw the woman sitting in a rough, hand-made chair near his bed. Shadows from a small open fire danced against the muddaubed log walls. He realized he had slept through the day, and it was dark outside.

“Eli!” he called, not seeing Pleasant anywhere.

The woman pushed quickly to her feet and came to his side. She said something he did not understand and pointed toward the door. She made motions like a horse in movement and gestured again, indicating distance. Michael understood only that Eli had gone off somewhere and left him in a strange place, with dark-skinned people he did not understand and could not like.

The grief and the loss and the burning pain threatened to overcome him, but he did not cry. He felt that nothing he might ever go through again could be as shattering as this awful day. He was done with crying. He made up his mind that he would never cry again.

The woman fed him some kind of broth, which threatened to come back up. He summoned determination to hold it down. Whatever it was, it helped, for in a while he felt stronger. He watched the woman feeding her children … four by his count … no, five. He blinked, because his eyes
kept blurring. Sight of that family made him think of his own, back in Tennessee. They made him think of Mama, waiting now for Mordecai and Michael to come home.

Mordecai never would. And Michael was not sure he would either. He felt nearer to death than to life.

The hand-hewn wooden door swung open, and the dark-faced Spanish youth came in, followed by Eli Pleasant. Eli walked directly to the rough cot on which Michael lay. His eyes were anxious, but the anxiety faded when he saw that Michael was awake. “I was afeered I’d have to bury you too,” Eli said.

“Too?”

“Me and Carlos Moreno here, we went back. We buried your papa and them.” It was plain that he was exhausted.

Michael mustered a strong effort not to cry, for he had made himself a vow. “Thanks, Eli.” Michael looked at the Spanish lad and tried to feel gratitude, but somehow the dark face got in the way. He said, “I ought to tell him thanks too, but I can’t. He’s one of them.”

Eli blinked, not comprehending. “He ain’t a soldier.”

“He’s Spanish, like the soldiers.”

“You’re seein’ the outside of him. What’s inside is all that really counts.” Eli spoke in Spanish, and the lad nodded at Michael, smiling. Plainly, Eli had conveyed thanks that Michael had not expressed.

Eli said, “Found something.” He swung his arm around from behind his back. He held Grandpa’s old rifle. “I don’t know how the soldiers come to miss it.”




 ELI AND Carlos Moreno evidently had talked a lot. Eli said Lieutenant Rodriguez, in command of the soldiers at Nacogdoches, was a most cold-blooded gachupín whose sense of duty to the crown was of an order most extreme. He had come north from Bexar, killing those he found to be or even suspected of being in sympathy with the recent aborted rebellion. He had harassed outlying farmers like the Moreno family, seeking any excuse to punish them for transgressions
real or imagined. Just recently, at this very place, he had murdered Moreno’s father with his sword. Young Moreno had always heard the king was a just man, but he seemed to send the most unjust to do his work. Small wonder that embers of rebellion smouldered all over the land.

Michael’s feelings against young Moreno eased a bit. His father too had been murdered by the officer named Rodriguez. Michael began to see through Moreno’s brown skin to the loss they shared, and the anger.




 ELI DECIDED the next day to remain longer at the Moreno place, for Michael’s pain and fever became worse, and he babbled deliriously at times. When Michael had lucid periods, he sensed that Eli was as nervous as a man tied on an anthill, going out of the hut often to look around. Eli did not speak of his fears, but they showed in his eyes.

They were justified. Just at dusk, Carlos rushed into the hut, pointing excitedly. “Soldados!”

Eli grabbed up his rifle from a corner and took two long strides toward the door. He seemed about to rush out, then pulled back. “Too late. They’re already here.” He flattened himself against the wall and waited, the rifle raised.

Michael licked dry lips and held his breath as the door slowly pushed open. A uniformed man cautiously stepped inside. In the dim light, it was a moment before recognition came.

The sergeant!

Eli poked his rifle into the sergeant’s back. The surprised man raised his hands and turned slowly.

Eli said in a quiet fury, “You son of a bitch, I ought to kill you.”

Michael raised his hand. “Eli, he’s the one saved me … the sergeant I told you about.”

Eli demanded something in Spanish. The sergeant gave him an answer, holding up one finger. Eli said, “He claims there’s just one soldier outside.” The sergeant turned back to the door and called to the trooper who waited in the yard
with the horses. When the soldier came in, Michael recognized the youth who had remained with the sergeant at the killing ground under orders to finish the executions. He told Eli, “He was there too. Fired his rifle into the air.”

Eli remained suspicious. He interrogated the sergeant vigorously. “He says he follered our tracks. Wanted to see if you was still alive and if you was goin’ to make it across the Sabine.” Eli’s brow furrowed. “I thought you dreamed that stuff about Cyrus. But he says it was real.”

“Told you,” Michael said defensively. “Cyrus went off and left me to die.”

Eli cursed under his breath. The sergeant moved close to the cot and knelt over Michael. He placed his palm against Michael’s forehead, feeling for fever and finding it. He talked a moment to the woman, evidently giving her suggestions for more effective treatment. He took Michael’s hand and squeezed it gently. He said something in Spanish.

Eli translated. “He says he’s got a brother about your age. Says he seen you layin’ there wounded, and all he could think of was his own brother.”

The sergeant nodded and struggled for the English. “You go home, boy. You go home.”

Michael stared up at the sergeant with contradictory and confusing feelings. The sergeant had been part of the detail that slaughtered Mordecai and the others. Michael did not know if he could forgive him that. But there had been compassion in the man.

Michael said, “Ask him what the officer would do if he was to find out they didn’t kill me.”

The sergeant replied in Spanish. Eli said, “He’d send the sergeant packin’ off to prison. Might even shoot him.”

The sergeant looked questioningly at Eli, who had lowered the rifle but had not set it down. Eli nodded and motioned toward the door.

Michael said, “Wait.” He wished he knew the words. “Eli, I can’t forget what they done to Papa and the others. But tell him I said thanks.”


“He knows.”

“Tell him I’d like to remember his name.”

The reply was, “Elizandro Zaragosa.”

Michael said, “Thanks, Zaragosa.”

Zaragosa beckoned to the young soldier. Eli stood at the door, watching the pair leave. Michael heard hoofbeats trailing away.

Eli kept vigil a while, then turned back to Michael. “There’s good folks amongst the Spanish. Even amongst the soldiers. But if Zaragosa can find us, so can others.”

By morning Michael’s fever had broken. The pain remained fierce, but he sat up in bed and took some nourishment, a broth of some kind, and a thin, flat bread made of cornmeal. Eli went out frequently “to see about the horses.”

He came hurrying into the hut, finally, his face flushed with anxiety. “Michael, boy, we got no choice. Moreno’s neighbor just come. He says soldiers are headed this way. Ready or not, you got to ride.”

He helped Michael to his feet. The dark little woman, Moreno’s recently-widowed mother, extended her hands, and Michael accepted them without having to force himself. He managed, “I’m much obliged,” knowing she would not understand the words.

“Vaya con Dios,” she said.

Carlos and a younger brother had the horses ready. Eli and the youth lifted Michael into the saddle, and Eli swung up onto Jug, taking the reins to Michael’s sorrel and the two wild horses.

“Mil gracias,” Eli said to the pair. Carlos shook Eli’s hand vigorously. He reached for Michael’s. Michael held back a moment, then accepted, ashamed for the hesitation. Eli thumped Jug’s ribs with his heels and moved into a trot, leading Big Red and the two captured horses.

Michael looked back. The Moreno brothers were using small branches from a pine tree to smooth out the horse tracks. Eli moved quickly into deep grass where tracks would be less easily seen.


He said, “I’m glad you seen your way clear to shake that boy’s hand. Them people put their necks up next to a noose for us.”

“I know, Eli. But you saw what the Spanish done to Papa and them. The Morenos are Spanish too.”

“Them two pirates that tried to kill you on the trail a ways back … they wasn’t Spanish. They was Americans. You begrudge all Americans for what they done?”

“You know I don’t. There’s too many good Americans.”

“Well, now you met some good Spanish.”

Michael rode hunched, his body numb except for the fire in his shoulder. The passage of time meant little beyond the continuing pain. They rode until full dark, ate from a small sack Mrs. Moreno had given Eli, slept a little, and were traveling again by first light. Over and over, the massacre played through Michael’s mind until every detail of it was burned into his memory too deeply ever to be erased or even blunted. He saw again and again his father’s defiant rush against Rodriguez in the instant before the bullet struck him. He saw his father’s head blasted apart, eyes that were open but did not see. Michael had memorized the cruel face of Rodriguez. He knew every feature, every line. He wanted to cry out in his grief and his pain and his anger, but he would not, not now, not ever again.

They came, finally, to the river. Eli paused only a moment, looking back over his shoulder as if expecting pursuit. None was in sight, but he proceeded as if it were. He put the horses into the water. Red followed eagerly after Jug. The wild ones resisted but little because the halters bit into noses sore and swollen.

The horses slipped and slid as they climbed the eastern bank. They reached the top, and Eli stopped to look back at the river. Michael looked too, remembering the day they had first crossed it. Texas had seemed a golden land, shining with promise. Now the Sabine was the boundary between sanctuary and Hell.

“Boy,” Eli said, “we made it. We’re out of Texas.”

Out. Yes, they were out of it, but they had left much behind.
Michael’s throat swelled. His eyes scalded. “Texas owes me, Eli.”

“Some debts a man just has to set aside. He can’t collect them all.”

“I don’t know when and I don’t know how, but some day I’m comin’ back. Some way, I’ll collect it all.”

Eli grunted and set the horses into an easy walk, putting Texas behind them.
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THE PEOPLE in Natchitoches were amazed to see Eli Pleasant ride in, leading two wild horses and a big sorrel with a half-delirious Michael tied in the saddle. Dark news had already spread about the massacre of the Tennesseans. Baptiste Villaret and his sons rushed down from the porch to help Eli untie Michael. Michael tried but could do little to help himself. He could not even focus his gaze on the people who lifted him down from the saddle and carried him gently through the door that a wide-eyed Marie Villaret held open for them. He saw her as if through a clouded glass, but he could hear her weeping with joy that he was still alive. Mrs. Villaret hovered over him, giving crisp orders to husband and offspring alike.

The Villarets put one of the smaller boys out of his bed and onto a pallet on the floor. In lucid moments Michael realized from the searing heat and the throbbing pain of the wound that it had become infected, that he stood in some danger of dying here in this strange place so far from Tennessee. He cared little, at first. Death would bring an end to the pain and to the constantly recurring nightmare of the fusillade, the death cries, the shattering sight of his father’s face at the moment the Spanish bullet struck him. Mordecai’s blood was a crimson stain that burned itself into
Michael’s soul and would remain there long after the clothing had been washed clean.

Again and again Michael awoke, crying out in the midst of a fevered dream. Usually he found the girl Marie sitting beside his bed, dark eyes soft in sympathy, her hands gripping his, trying to pull him up from the abyss and back to the reality of the moment. The olive color of her face would remind him that she too carried Spanish blood like the men who had murdered his father. At times he wanted to turn away from her, but he could not.

Once he dreamed his mother had kissed him. He reached for her, and his eyes came open. He saw Marie’s face, inches above his own. She kissed him again, and he knew it had been only half a dream.

Little by little, the fever drained away. The swelling subsided. He had only the vaguest idea how many days it had been. Eli sat on the edge of Michael’s narrow bed and said, “I’ll soon be able to take you home to your mama and family.”

That thought brought Michael a mixture of joy and dread. He would be glad to leave this alien place, he thought, this land where most people spoke in languages he did not understand and so many of them by the darker hue of their skin were a constant reminder of the terrible thing he had endured. But he dreaded facing his mother, his brothers, and sisters, having to tell them the brutal circumstances of his father’s death. He was haunted by a recurring sense of guilt that the others had died and he had lived. It was as if by surviving he had somehow betrayed Mordecai and Old Man Wilson, the Macklins and the rest.

He tried to tell Eli, but Eli did not understand. Eli said, “It’s every man’s duty to survive if he can. He owes it to them that didn’t, so he can keep on a-fightin’ in their name.”

Michael tried to tell the girl Marie. Her eyes watched him intently as he spilled out all his angers and doubts and fears. He realized she did not understand a tenth of what he said, for English was not her language.

Now that his mind was clear, he made it up that he would learn at least some French. He was stung by frustration when
he tried to tell her about Tennessee and knew she did not comprehend. She would sit at his bedside and talk to him for an hour at a time, smiling, often laughing. He felt a strong sense of loss because he did not know what she was saying. But he enjoyed the music of her voice. It made him forget that her skin was darker than his own, dark like that of the soldiers in Texas.

He would point to his hand and ask her what the French word for it was.

“Main,” she would tell him, and he would point to his eye. “Oeil,” she would say.

“What’s the word for mouth?” he would ask.

“Bouche.”

He would try to repeat and get the words for hand and mouth confused, and she would go into a fit of gentle laughter. He would tell her the words in English. She would repeat them until she had them down solid. She never seemed to mix them up; she always remembered.

“You’re smarter’n I am,” he would admit, glad she did not understand him. A thing like that could go to a woman’s head.

By the time he was up and walking out onto the porch to take in the sun and the fresh air, he knew probably fifty French and Spanish words, mostly for the necessities such as food and the like. He had not learned how to string them together in any logical manner that would even approach normal conversation. Often he had trouble remembering which language a word belonged to, French or Spanish.

When Marie talked to him now he could pick out many stray words, though sometimes not enough to follow her full meaning. The words did not matter. He could read meaning in her eyes, in the tone of her voice. As he strengthened, as he became able to walk to the river and back unassisted, and without having to rest every few minutes, he could see a worry in her eyes that betrayed the forced levity in her conversation.

The day came when they stood on the bank together, watching flatboats drift on the Red’s easy current. He heard
a muffled sound and turned to find her crying softly. He asked anxiously, “What’s the matter?”

She struggled to find the English. “Soon you go. Too soon.”

“I have to,” he said, wondering if she understood. “I got to let Mama know I’m alive. And I got to tell her about Papa.”

“I wish … I wish …” She could not finish in English, so she spoke in French. He did not know the words, but he thought he knew what she meant.

“I know,” he said. “In some ways I’m goin’ to hate to leave. But I got to be goin’ home.”

She clung to his arm as if she feared to let go, lest he leave her now. “You will remember? You will not forget?”

He shook his head. “I couldn’t forget.”

She raised up on tiptoe and kissed him. He flushed, for he felt sure people were watching, but he did not resist or pull away. She broke free suddenly and ran, crying, leaving him there on the riverbank to make his slow way back to the house alone. He was flustered, uncertain, warmed in a manner he had never been before.




 HE COULD not understand exactly why, but something changed between them that day. No longer was he confined to the bed most of the time, and no longer did Marie come and sit in the chair beside him. If anything, he had the feeling that she began avoiding him purposely, though often he caught her watching him with sad eyes that she cut away as soon as he looked at her.

Cousin Frank had always told him there was something mysterious about women that a man was not supposed to understand. It must be true, for he did not understand Marie.

The day came soon when Eli saddled Jug and Big Red for the journey home. Michael did not see Marie at the breakfast table and asked Baptiste about her. Baptiste only shrugged.

“She does not feel well. She does not come.”

An emptiness settled over Michael. “I’d at least like to tell her good-bye.”


Baptiste avoided his eyes. “I will tell her you asked.”

Walking out to the shed where Eli waited, Michael looked in vain at the window of the room where Marie slept. He saw no sign of her. Eli took a last tug at the rope that tied a pack on a third horse. He had managed to trade the two half-broken wild horses for one old pack horse and enough of the necessaries to see them home, provided the hunting stayed good all the way. Eli asked, “You about ready, Michael?”

Michael had noticed that Eli no longer called him boy.

“I reckon so. I’ve said my good-byes. To’most everybody, anyway.”

He was still sore and weak, and Eli gave him a boost up into the saddle. Then Eli swung onto Jug’s back and tugged on the long rope attached to the pack horse’s halter.

The Villaret family was lined up on the porch, waving; all except one. Michael swallowed, waving back.

They had gone a little way up the street when he heard a welcome voice calling desperately, “Michael! Michael!”

He swung down from the saddle, needing no help. Marie ran to him, and he swept her into his arms. They clung for a moment. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she pulled away to arm’s length. “Michael … I love …”

She turned and ran back toward the house, her head down. Michael stood slump-shouldered, watching until she disappeared through the door.

Eli waited a minute or two, then cleared his throat. “It’s a long ways to Tennessee,” he said.




 THE OLD man set an easy pace eastward, following the route they had taken coming west toward Texas. The traveling days were short at first, lengthening as Michael gained strength and was able to ride longer without rest. Big Red had a comfortable gait and infinite patience. Michael could well understand why Uncle Benjamin had put so much stock in the horse, and why Mordecai had liked the animal.

Michael slept little the final night out, visualizing his home-coming, trying to compose in his mind what he should
say to his mother and the family. It all evaporated when they broke out of the woods and came upon the field where the corn was ripening, its matured leaves rustling dryly in the wind. Michael’s eyes brimmed as he saw his brothers and sisters working, harvesting the ears with knives, dropping them into sacks they dragged along the rows.

All work stopped suddenly as the youngsters turned to stare in disbelief. Michael’s older brother Joseph and younger brother Andrew came to the pole fence, their blue eyes wide in wonder. Heather, Annie, and little James moved up uncertainly behind them.

Andrew spoke first, his young voice unsteady. “Michael? You ain’t a ghost?”

Michael’s throat was tight. “No, it’s me … what’s left of me.”

The girls climbed the fence, joyfully shouting his name. He stepped down from the sorrel horse and hugged them, Heather first, then Annie, long and fiercely, while little James wrapped both arms around Michael’s legs. He felt Annie’s tears wet and warm against his cheek. They reminded him of tears he had felt in Natchitoches, and they mixed with his own.

Joseph kept staring. “But how? Cyrus said …”

Michael straightened, glancing up at Eli. “I’ll be almighty interested in hearin’ what Cyrus said. But later.”

The field work was abandoned. All the young Lewises followed afoot as Eli and Michael rode to the cabin. Michael smelled the woodsmoke and looked at the rock chimney. There had always been something warmly reassuring about smoke rising from the chimney and curling upward into invisibility against the blue sky.

He swung stiffly to the ground, favoring his arm and shoulder. Andrew held out his hand to take the reins and silently pointed his chin toward the kitchen door. Michael took a deep breath and stepped inside.

Patience bent over the fireplace, stirring something in a blackened pot hanging low over the bright red coals. The baby Dora was asleep on a blanket on the floor.


“Mama?” Michael spoke.

She went stiff. She let the metal spoon slide into the pot and rubbed her hand against her apron. She turned slowly, almost painfully, her eyes full of hope and fear, of joy and despair. She spoke in a doubting whisper. “Michael?”

“Yes, Mama.”

They stared at each other across the width of the room for a long moment, then both moved at once, into each other’s arms. There were no words, not for a while.

Finally Patience drew back and stared at him, her eyes awash in tears. “Then Cyrus was wrong about you. Maybe about your papa too …”

Michael shook his head. “Not about Papa. They killed him. They killed them all except me and Eli.”

She hugged him again, and cried a little. Eventually she said, “Joseph, you hurry over to your Uncle Benjamin’s. He’ll want to know. They’ll all want to know.”

Joseph nodded. “I’ll tell everybody.”

Michael turned. “Don’t tell Cyrus Blackwood.” He glanced a moment at Eli, standing like a dark shadow in the doorway. Michael’s voice went heavy and deep and sounded like Mordecai’s. “Me and Eli, we’ll want to tell Cyrus ourselves.”




 THEY CAME upon Cyrus by surprise. He was sitting on the ground with his back against a tree, watching his wife and sons and daughters harvesting corn from their poor, rocky little field. He shouted at one of the boys, “You, Isaac, you watch what you’re doin’ now. You’re missin’ some of them ears.”

The boy Isaac was the first to see Michael and Eli. He dropped his sack and stared. Cyrus shouted at him, “Boy, don’t you be goin’ lazy on me now. Everybody’s got to tote his share of the load.”

Isaac kept staring until Cyrus finally turned. He seemed to blanch. He blinked, and his hands began to tremble. His right hand went to his ratty beard. It took a minute for him to
recover sufficiently to push to his feet. He swayed, his mouth sagging open.

“No,” he rasped. “You’re dead. You’re both dead.”

Michael tried to speak but found his throat tight with pent-up anger. Eli spoke for him. “If we’re dead, it was you got us killed, Cyrus. It was you that played the Judas.” Cyrus sputtered and stammered. His trembling built until his whole body was shaking. “I had no choice. I didn’t know they’d kill everybody.”

Eli glowered. “They didn’t kill Michael. You went off and left him to die.”

“I didn’t know.” The voice was thin and barely audible. “I thought he was dead when I left.”

Michael said in a building fury, “That’s a lie. I was callin’ for you not to go. You heard me.”

Eli had not let Michael fetch his rifle over here. Now he knew why, for he felt his hands begin to tremble uncontrollably. If he had his rifle in them now he would probably kill Cyrus in the sight of his family. He felt an overwhelming urge to kill him anyway, without the rifle. He raised the shaking hands and reached toward Cyrus’s throat.

Eli’s fingers firmly gripped Michael’s good shoulder. “That’s enough, son, enough for now. Let’s be goin’ along.”

Cyrus leaned against the tree to steady himself, and he managed a belated show of bravado. “All that’s a lie, boy. I never done no such of a thing. You go tellin’ people a lie like that and I won’t stand for it, you hear me?”

Michael fastened Cyrus with a gaze that simmered in hatred. “I’ll tell everybody who’ll listen. I’ll tell them you’re a coward and a Judas. And if you come lookin’ for me, bring a gun. I’ll be damned easy to find! Come on, Eli, let’s go home.”
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MICHAEL LEWIS felt a sharp tug against the pack mule’s lead rope and turned to find the animal had tried to go around the opposite side of a tree from the horse he was riding. “Damn you, Jethro!” He regarded the move as stubbornness rather than stupidity. The mule had stoutly resisted bearing the heavy weight of Michael’s winter fur catch and had given in only to a determined will more stubborn than its own. Twenty-one now and going on twenty-two, Michael could respect a strong will, for he had one by inheritance from his father Mordecai. But he had made up his mind that when he sold his pelts he would sell the mule along with them. Respect and acceptance were not the same.

Michael was done growing. At six feet he was as tall as his father had been, and sometimes people who had known Mordecai reacted with startled eyes at the sight of Michael. They swore he had become the image of Mordecai Lewis, rangy and strong, his face beginning to take on the stone-chiseled edges, the stern jaw that had been the mark of his father, though at the moment it was hidden by a winter’s growth of whiskers. His blue eyes could be severe and unyielding, yet had the same faraway look sometimes, as when Mordecai had dreamed of distant places yet unseen. But people remarked that there was more pain in Michael’s, and
occasionally a quicker flare of anger. Considering what those eyes had wimessed, they said there was good reason.

With the first sharp cold spell of the winter, the field work finished, Michael had gone off by himself deep into the woods as had been his custom the last several years. He had slept in a tent sometimes. Other times, when he expected the camp to last a while, he would throw up a rude log shelter against the snow and the bitter winds, running his traplines in wild country where white men’s boots had seldom trod. He had encountered other men only three times all of this past winter. They were like himself; eager for a brief visit with their own kind, for the sound of kindred voices, then just as eager to set off again, alone. They were solitary men who accepted loneliness as the price of putting behind them the noisy demands of other humankind, the clang and clatter of so-called civilized life.

Michael no longer wondered what had drawn his father so often to the woods and had kept him so long from home. He knew. A man could think, and no one would ask what he was thinking. He could talk to himself, and no one would interrupt to ask what he meant. He could listen to the voices of the forest, speaking in a thousand tongues, and learn to understand them all.

When old memories and old fears threatened to smother him in the dark of night and he awoke shouting and fighting, there was no one to question or blame or pity. He could confront his private torments in his own way, and no one else would know.

Restless, his older brother Joseph said of him, but Michael was only restless at home, on the farm, or in the settlements. Except when the dark dreams came, he was not restless on the trail, in the forests, or camped on the rivers. There he could find a measure of peace, of contentment that escaped him where people lived in clusters.

Like his father, his mother said, and Michael accepted that as a compliment, though he was not sure Patience always meant it to be one. She had been taken hard by the death of Mordecai Lewis. She had been fearful of it for years because
Mordecai had not been one to seek out the safe and easy path or long abide one if he happened across it. She had worn the widow’s black a respectable period while Uncle Benjamin had watched over her family as if it was his own. When he and Patience decided a proper time had passed, he had made the two families one, taking Patience to bring warmth back into a home left cold by the death of Aunt Nancy. And, in due course, the combined family grew once again with the addition of a baby boy named Jonathan.

Now the boy was three years old, and still Michael could not quite bring himself to call him brother. It was a hell of a thing, he knew, to blame a child so young, so unaware, but Michael could not help it. He could not quite accept this final affront to his father’s memory, this symbol that his mother had accepted a place in the bed of another man, even his own uncle. He had moved back from Uncle Benjamin’s farm to the old claim, ostensibly to help brother Joseph keep up the place. Ownership had passed to Joseph, the eldest, as was the custom. Joseph had taken excellent care of it, as he had from the time he was old enough to handle a mule and a plow by himself and take on the responsibilities that should have been Mordecai’s. A hard worker, Joseph was, a man who knew what he wanted from life and believed the way to get it was to irrigate the growing-ground with sweat. Michael found no fault with him, but his interests were often different from Joseph’s. Michael understood Joseph’s ways better than Joseph understood Michael’s. They came to disagreement at times, never in a bitter manner but never quite finding a compromise agreeable to them both.

Late last year, when the crops were laid by, Joseph had taken himself a wife, a farmer’s daughter from down on Buck Holler, a niece of Old Man Wilson who had died with Papa in Texas. She was a dandy girl, good-looking, handy with the pots and the skillet, but she and Joseph had no need of anyone except each other right now. Michael had been glad to light out for the woods with the winter’s first chill. His brother Andrew, nineteen, going on twenty, and fully able to hold up his end on any problem that might arise, had
wanted to go with him. But Michael had preferred to spend the winter alone to sort out his thoughts, to see if he could arrive at some plan for the future. He could not see spending another spring and summer on the old farm where everything brought back his father’s memory. He no longer felt there was a real place for him there, compromising the privacy of the newlyweds. And though he loved his mother and respected his uncle, the larger farm was not for him either. Now the grass was rising, the birds were finding their way north, and the shape of the future remained as elusive as when he had set out months ago to find it.

Ahead of him, Michael saw a fork in the trail. He knew he must soon make a decision about another fork in another trail, and he had no idea which direction he might take.

For now he took the right-hand fork that would lead him to Miller’s Crossing. Sizemore Miller had been a friend of his father’s and now was a friend of Michael’s, running a little trading post where a man could buy a few necessaries for the trail or get a jug of decent-enough squeezings or even sell a mule-load of pelts if he did not fancy going all the way back to the settlements where prices tended to be higher.

The mule brayed when the log structure came in sight around a bend in the trail, and from a pen somewhere in back another mule answered him in a raucous voice. A man came out onto the small porch and stood waiting, wiping his hands on an apron tied around his middle. Michael knew at a glance that this was not his friend Miller; this was a stranger. The place was littered with trash. Sizemore Miller had always been as fussy as an old woman about cleanliness and order.

“How do,” Michael said, reining up, taking a careful look around before he stepped down. His rifle lay across his lap, and he kept his hand upon it, for not all the wolves ran on four legs. He had learned that in a bitter way on the trail to Texas some five years ago. Strangers were suspect until he had time to size them up.

“How do,” came the reply, backed by a smile that looked
as false as its wooden teeth. “Git yourself down and come on in. You look like a man who ain’t hefted a jug in a spell.”

“Where’s Sizemore at?” Michael asked suspiciously.

“Gone west. Sold me this place and lit out as soon as the grass begun to rise. Gone to seek his fortune.”

Michael’s jaw sagged in surprise. “He didn’t say nothin’ about it when I come by here last fall.”

“Bound for Louisiana, so he told me. Hopin’ they might open Texas up for settlement some day soon. You’ve heard of Texas?”

Old memories rushed back unbidden. Michael said in a strained voice, “I’ve heard of it.”

The man on the porch motioned toward a row of posts. “Tie up your beasts and come on in and have a drink with me.” He gave the mule’s load a moment’s study. “Would you be interested in sellin’ that pelfry?”

“That’s what it’s for, if you’re willin’ to pay me fair return for a winter’s work.”

Michael tied the horse and mule and stepped up onto the low, narrow rough-planking porch. He paused a moment, looking up at the roof over his head. It seemed unnatural, after these long months under the sky and the trees. He followed the proprietor through the open door into the gloom of a log building that had only one window. He blinked and gave his eyes a moment to adjust themselves. He saw two men sitting on a bench and leaning against the back wall. One of them passed a jug to the other and said without enthusiasm, “Howdy, Michael Lewis.”

Michael stared at him, trying to see beyond a winter’s growth of ragged black beard, not unlike his own. “That you, Finis Blackwood?” He made no move to walk over and shake hands.

“It’s me,” Finis said. He made no move either. Studying him, Michael decided Finis was looking more like his father Cyrus all the time. One thing the world didn’t need was more people like Cyrus Blackwood.

The proprietor said, “You-all are friends, then? Well, a
friend of Finis Blackwood’s is a friend of mine.” He extended his hand. “My name’s Ephraim Crow.”

Michael accepted the hand with reservations. Any friend of Finis Blackwood’s was automatically suspect. “How do,” he said.

Crow shouted, “Fleetie! Fleetie girl! You come out here and bring us a jug of that best corn liquor, you hear me?”

Michael heard a woman’s voice from somewhere in the back, mumbling something unintelligible. She came through a door that led to a shotgun-shaped set of rooms in the back. She was hardly more than a girl, barefoot, long hair hanging raggedly toward her waist, mercifully hiding part of a plain homespun dress that lacked any semblance of color. Her face was comely enough, Michael thought, but her eyes were dull and without life. She seemed to be walking in some dream of her own; he suspected she was not of whole mind.

Somehow, seeing her carried him back to another girl, the black-eyed French-Spanish Marie Villaret, who had sat so often beside his bed while he was recuperating from his wound. He wondered why she came to his mind now; there was no comparison between her and this unfortunate creature.

Michael found Crow appraising him carefully. Crow said, “I don’t reckon you’ve seen a woman in a while, have you?”

“Not since fall,” Michael replied. “That your daughter?”

“Naw. She’s just an orphan girl I taken pity on and give a home to. Does the cookin’ and the cleanin’ up around here. And whatever else I tell her to.”

Michael was keenly aware that the girl was watching him with something like resignation. Her eyes made him uncomfortable.

Crow pulled a corncob stopper from the jug she had brought and handed it to Michael. “Take you a snort of that, why don’t you? You’ll feel like you just shot a bear.”

Michael lifted the jug. The whiskey burned like fire going down his throat, and kept burning all the way to his stomach. Aside from that, it was not bad.

“Made it myself,” Crow declared, “so I know just what-all’s in it. Have yourself another.”


Michael shook his head. “One’s enough. I don’t believe in drinkin’ till the tradin’s done. You want to take a look at them pelts?”

“Ain’t no big hurry about it.” The girl gave Michael a look that he took for invitation and went back through the door. Crow’s gaze followed her. “Tell you what: why don’t you go back yonder and play with Fleetie a while? Take all the time you want. I’ll look at what you got on that mule, and when you’re done with the girl I’ll bet you we can come to terms.”

Michael frowned, looking toward the door where the girl had gone. He was stirred to resentment that Crow thought him so lacking in morality. “Sizemore never offered nothin’ like that.”

“I carry a fuller stock of merchandise.”

Finis Blackwood spoke up. “She’s better than his whiskey. I’ve tried them both.”

Revulsion made Michael’s stomach turn. The girl was a slave, or next to it, he realized. It was not that he had any strong principles against a man and a woman doing what their natures bade them do; it was just that he hated the thought of the woman having no say in the matter, or in this case perhaps not the mind to realize she should have any say.

Somehow he pictured Marie Villaret helplessly caught in a trap like this. The improbable image stirred him to an unexpected anger. He took a step backward, toward the door. “Much obliged for the drink. I’ll be movin’ on.”

Crow frowned. “Fleetie’s waitin’ for you.”

“I don’t hold with such as that.”

“You accepted my whiskey. Ain’t you goin’ to even let me make you a bid on that pelfry?”

Michael saw Finis and his companion stand up and set their jug on the floor. He sensed that they were moving to Crow’s aid. He kept backing up until he reached his rifle that he had left standing beside the door. He lifted it in a manner calculated to carry a quiet warning without being an open threat. “I’ll leave you a bait of venison for the whiskey. I ain’t seen nothin’ here that I especially like. Includin’ your friends.”


Finis Blackwood muttered, “You’ve always had a big mouth when it come to us Blackwoods.”

Michael replied, “I ain’t said half of what I was thinkin’,” He backed out across the porch and untied his horse and mule. Crow and Blackwood and the third man came onto the porch and watched him untie a leg of venison. He pitched it to the rough pine floor at Crow’s feet. “That’s a lot more than I owe you.”

Crow did not speak, but his eyes said the incident was not yet over. His gaze went to the pack mule, and Michael could read the calculation. It was a long way to the settlements. Many an accident might yet befall the unwary. Michael gave Finis Blackwood and the other man a quick study. He had been hearing ugly rumors about Finis for some time now. Barns had been burned. A couple of men had disappeared. In every case, Finis had had a grievance. Finis had many grievances. Michael decided he might just as well have one more.

He said, “I’d take it real unkindly if anybody was to foller after me.” He swung into the saddle and laid the rifle across his lap, its muzzle not quite pointing at the men on the porch.

As he rode away he saw the girl standing by a back door, shading her eyes with one hand, watching him without any expression that he could discern. He wondered again why this dull-eyed drudge, traded like a piece of poor merchandise, should make him think of Marie, whose dark eyes had been full of life and energy and emotion.

So long as he kept looking behind him, he could see the three men still standing on the porch, watching him as closely as he watched them. The dim trail shortly made a turn back into the timber, and the trading post was out of sight. Michael suspected a council of war had begun there. Pulse quickening, he touched his heels to the horse’s ribs and moved him into a brisk trot. The mule Jethro reluctantly stepped up its pace after a moment’s stubborn resistance to the lead rope.

It occurred to him that his friend Sizemore Miller might not have left this place voluntarily. He might not have left at
all. It was not beyond reason that he might be buried in some dark and hidden place out in the timber. Such things happened.

After three or four miles he came upon a shallow creek running a little higher and muddier than usual because of spring rains. He paused a moment to look back and listen. The mule pranced nervously and kept him from hearing if anyone might be coming along his backtrail. But intuition told him someone was. He led the mule out into the creek, then turned downstream and went perhaps fifty yards before he rode out again on the same side he had entered. He circled back through the woods toward the trail, dismounted, and tied the two animals where the timber would hide them. He took his rifle, his shot pouch and powderhorn, and walked back toward the trail, careful to remain behind the underbrush as much as possible. Near the trail he settled down on his heels, his rifle across his lap, and waited.

The wait was short. He heard them before he saw them, horses coming from the direction of the trading post. He crouched low but was able to see through the foliage. Crow had not come. There were just the two, Finis Blackwood and his companion, moving at a fast trot. Both carried rifles across their laps. He heard the murmur of conversation before he was able to make out the words.

As they neared, he heard the stranger saying, “I don’t know as I hold with killin’ somebody, Finis. Don’t seem like a mule-load of furs is worth that much.”

“But we can’t just take the furs and leave him go. Soon’s he gets home he’ll have the law after me.”

“Law’s been after you before.”

“It ain’t caught me at nothin’. And it won’t this time. We’ll bury him where there won’t nobody find him. They’ll just figure the Injuns got him or some varmint did, or he froze to death durin’ the winter. Crow said he’ll pay us right well for them pelts and for the horse and mule.”

Michael gritted his teeth, the anger rising like tainted meat trying to fight its way back up. He waited until the two
men had put their horses into the water before he arose from his hiding place and shouted, “Stop where you’re at!”

Finis Blackwood whirled his horse around, but his companion halted dead in his tracks and sat there as if frozen, the muddy water washing around his horse’s legs. Finis’s eyes were large as he stared at Michael, and at Michael’s rifle pointed right where his black moustache met his nose. He stammered, “Michael! We wasn’t lookin’ for you here.”

“But you were lookin’ for me. Well, now you’ve found me. You talked mighty big about how you’d kill me and take my winter’s catch. Let’s see you start.”

“Now, Michael, you got awful poor hearin’ if that’s what you think we was talkin’ about. It was the farthest thing from our mind to do you any harm. Me and Bilks, we was just startin’ on our way home, is all.”

“My hearin’ is fine. Now the first thing I want you-all to do is to drop your rifles.”

Finis went slack-jawed. “In the water?”

“In the water.”

Finis had his hands on his own rifle, lying across his lap. He could bring it around to bear upon Michael in the winking of an eye. He said, “There’s two of us, in case you ain’t counted.”

“I can count.”

“You can’t get but one of us,” Finis said. “The other one’ll have you before you can spit.”

Michael nodded. “I know that. But what you don’t know is which one of you I’ll kill. You might want to study on it.”

Finis’s companion settled the matter without studying much. He dropped his rifle. Finis had to think about it, but after a moment’s further consideration of the weapon pointed at his nose, he let the rifle slip out of his lap and into the running creek. There was an instant of foam atop the brown water, then no trace. Michael reasoned that the two rifles’ weight probably would not let them be carried far, but it would take a long and diligent search in ice-cold water to retrieve them. “Now your shot pouches and powderhorns,” he said. “Everything.”


Finis protested, “This is a wild ol’ country.”

“It won’t be half as wild with you disarmed. Do it!”

Finis muttered but followed orders. Bilks complained about the high price of powder and lead. Michael told him, “It’s gettin’ on to plantin’ time, and you’ll be too busy to go huntin’ for a while anyway. All right, you-all can ride back out of the creek. But I want you both to stop on the bank.”

Bilks whimpered, “You ain’t fixin’ to kill us, are you?”

Finis put in, “He won’t do that. Them Lewises ain’t the kind that shoots unarmed men. But they’ll kill a man’s reputation, accusin’ him, talkin’ about him behind his back.”

Michael said, “If you mean your ol’ daddy, I ain’t said anything behind his back that I ain’t told him to his face. And lookin’ at you, I’d say the blood is runnin’ true.”

Finis declared, “The Blackwood family ain’t goin’ to tolerate your loose talk forever, Michael.”

“If you think it’s just talk, you come and try me.”

Finis eyed the rifle. “You got the gun.”

“I have. And the gun says for you-all to get down and take the saddles off of them horses. Now!”

Finis whined as he unfastened the cinch. “You ain’t fixin’ to take our horses, are you?”

“I’d be afraid to show up in the settlements with them. They’re probably stolen.” When the saddles were on the ground he said, “Take the bridles off of them.” He watched that done, then ordered, “Now whip them into a run; both of them.”

Finis started to protest, but Michael stood firm. Finis cursed and struck his horse sharply across the rump with the bridle reins. Bilks was a little easier, but his horse went pounding back down the trail with Finis’s in a hard lope, head held high in a manner that indicated he would not stop running until he reached the trading post.

Michael said, “Now, I figure by the time you-all find your rifles in that creek and walk back to Crow’s place, you oughtn’t to be interested in comin’ after me again. And I sure won’t be interested in seein’ you anymore. But if I do, my friendly nature is about used up.”


Finis Blackwood’s eyes were narrowed almost to the point of being closed, but the cold anger showed through. “You Lewises are a high and mighty bunch, big landowners and all that. But the higher you climb, the farther you’ll fall. You’ll wish you hadn’t seen me today.”

“I already wish I hadn’t seen you, today or any other time. Now, I’m fixin’ to be on my way. I want you-all to stand right there where I can watch you till I’m plumb gone.”

When he retrieved his horse and mule and crossed the creek, he looked back one last time. Finis and Bilks were wading in water above their knees, looking for their rifles.
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MICHAEL WENT first to the old farm because he felt more at home there than on Uncle Benjamin’s place, though the farm now belonged to his older brother Joseph. He paused at a nearby creek to shave so Joseph’s wife Emily would not have to look at the whiskers that had protected his face all winter. He carried with him a freshly-killed fat doe so he would not be a burden at his brother’s table. As he expected, he found Joseph in the field, spring planting in the newly-warmed soil. Emily stood at the edge of the freshly-turned rows, and Michael knew at a glance that all the planting had not been done in the field. She showed every sign of approaching motherhood.

Uncle Michael, he thought. Damned if that won’t take some getting used to. It seemed not so long ago that he had been a small boy himself, following along after Joseph as his younger brother Andrew in turn had followed after him. Time moves too fast anymore.

Joseph laid the plow over on its side and walked out to the end of the row to stand by Emily, his arm around her, as Michael approached. Emily smiled. She had the same sparkling blue eyes as all the Lewis women, possibly one reason Joseph had been drawn to her. Joseph studied the
mule-load of pelts. “Looks like you had a good winter,” he commented.

Michael glanced at Emily’s stomach, pushing out conspicuously. “Looks like you-all did too.”

Emily blushed and looked down. Joseph squeezed his wife’s shoulder. “The baby’ll be here early in the summer, best we can tell. You ought to find you a wife, Michael. You don’t know how much you’re missin’, sleepin’ out in the woods.”

Michael could not help thinking about the slow-moving girl he had seen at Crow’s place and comparing the blank look in her face to the glow he could see in Emily’s. You’re lucky people, both of you, he thought. But this life’s not for me. Joseph was a farmer, with his feet firmly planted on the ground, his future set right here on this place. Michael had no plans, not even an idea what his future might hold. How could a woman—any woman—understand the dark memories and dreams that haunted him and sometimes drove him away from other people?

Joseph asked, “You’ll stay a while, won’t you?”

“The night. Then I’d best ride on over and see about Mama and them. They all right?”

Joseph said, “Everybody’s made the winter in good shape. You ought to see your little brother Jonathan. He can already ride a horse, and he can see a squirrel farther than I can.”

“Poor kid is ruined for life,” Michael observed. That was the way he had started, and probably Papa too.

Emily said, “It won’t seem right, our little ‘un havin’ to call him uncle, and there won’t be but four years or so of difference between them.”

Uncomfortably Michael considered that Joseph had called Jonathan brother, but he was not … not a full brother, anyway. That thought still troubled him, even so many years after his mother’s remarriage. In the faces of his other brothers and sisters he could see a little of Papa. In Jonathan’s, he could not.

He unsaddled the horse and took the pack from the mule, staking them on grass a little way from the double cabin. He felt ill at ease sitting long in the kitchen with Emily, for it
was her kitchen now, not his mother’s. He drank a cup of coffee with her, then went outside, picked up the chopping ax and attacked a big woodpile that Joseph had built up during the long winter months when there was no field work to be done and when the snow was not too deep for him to drag deadfall timber out of the forest. By the time sunset brought Joseph trudging wearily in from the field, trailing behind the work mule, Michael had built up a goodly stack of wood cut to fireplace length. It was a chore no woman in Emily’s condition should be expected to do for herself, he thought, and Joseph’s long days in the field would make it difficult for him to find the time.

The way Emily kissed Joseph at the door, a stranger might think they had not seen each other in a month. Michael felt like an intruder and turned back to the woodpile to fetch an armload of the newly-cut fuel for the fireplace. He gave the couple a little time before he walked through the kitchen door and stacked the wood neatly within easy reach of the fire. The smell of a woman’s cooking could make a bachelor reassess his condition, he thought. So could the warmth in Emily’s eyes as she looked at her husband. It made Michael feel lonely.

I wish it could be for me, he thought. But it isn’t.

Joseph wanted to hear about Michael’s winter. There was not much to tell, so it did not take long. Michael mentioned stopping at Miller’s Crossing and finding a new proprietor there. For Emily’s sake he did not mention the girl Fleetie. “Man’s name was Crow,” he said. “Claimed he bought out Sizemore Miller, and Sizemore went west. You reckon he really did?”

Joseph shrugged. “I ain’t heard about Sizemore, but there’s been stories about people goin’ yonderway, tryin’ for Texas.”

Emily frowned. “I couldn’t ever go there, not after what happened to my Uncle Amos, and you-all’s daddy. I don’t see how anybody could go. It must be a terrible place.”

“It is,” Michael agreed darkly. “And yet …” He could not finish expressing the thought, for it seemed a hopeless contradiction. He often remembered his exhilaration in the size
and freshness of the land, how it had seemed a brand-new piece of world never touched by man, how his father had taken to it with an enthusiasm Michael had never seen. But always the idyllic part of the memory would be shattered by the intrusion of an opposite side, the fear, the sudden violence, the horror of wholesale murder.

Joseph said, “Don’t worry, Emily. You’re a Lewis now, and you can bet that no Lewises will ever to go Texas again.”

He looked to Michael as if for support. But Michael fixed his gaze on coals that flared red, then darkened as their inner heat surged and ebbed in the fireplace. His mind carried him back to long-ago campfires far away, campfires where he had sat with his father and the others, pondering the mysteries of an immense land new to them all. Those men were like ghosts now, ghosts who walked through his fretful dreams in the night and invaded his restless mind during the day. Times, it was almost as if he could hear his father calling him.

There was no way he could explain that to Joseph, much less to Emily. He said, “It’s been a long day. If you-all will excuse me, I think I’ll go spread my beddin’.” He added thoughtfully, “Out yonder in the shed.”




 HE ALWAYS dreaded returning to his uncle’s farm. It was not that Uncle Benjamin did not greet him like a long-lost son, for he invariably did. He knew his uncle regarded him as one of his own. The problem lay within Michael himself. The rare times when he was able to look at his image in the mirror, he saw Mordecai Lewis there. It was, in a sense, as if Michael had taken over much of his father’s role. But Uncle Benjamin had undertaken that role too. Try as he might, Michael could not get over the feeling that they were somehow competitors. Worst of all, though he tried never to show it, he could not reconcile himself to his mother’s acceptance of Uncle Benjamin in Papa’s place, especially as that acceptance was manifested in the little boy Jonathan.

Dora was no longer the baby of the family.

It was Uncle Benjamin he saw first, and he had to force
himself through the pretense that he reciprocated all the good feeling he could see in his uncle’s eyes. Benjamin hugged him, told him he was glad to see him home—though Michael never quite accepted his uncle’s farm as home—and congratulated him on the good winter’s catch carried by his mule. Michael’s younger brothers came up out of the fields to greet him, Andrew breathless from running so he could be the first. James, eleven, was taking his time. He had more of Joseph’s quiet reserve. Andrew, almost twenty now, threw his arms around Michael as if he had returned from the dead. He had, once, and Andrew had never quite conquered the dread of that experience.

Andrew declared, “I wish you never would go out again like that. We never know if you’re ever comin’ home.”

“I always come home,” Michael told him. But an inner voice told him he had no home, not anymore. Home was something vague, some place out yonder in the forests, or beyond the rivers, some place like his father had sought all his life and never found. Michael often wondered if he would ever find it.

Heather was sixteen now and filled out in the first full bloom of young womanhood. She kissed him quickly, then pulled back. Dora, edging up on seven, looked like Annie used to look, back when Papa went away. She kissed Michael as Heather had. Annie, thirteen, was still the most demonstrative in the family. She threw her arms around Michael’s neck, hugged him hard, let him go, but then hugged him a second time as if once just wasn’t enough. She still favored Michael, seeing Papa in him.

His mother’s greeting was silent but long. She held him as if she feared to let him go, lest he not return. She looked him up and down. “You’re a poor cook, son, thin as a slab of bacon. Like your papa always was, comin’ home.”

“I’ve never starved yet,” he assured her. “A few days of yours and Heather’s cookin’ and I’ll flesh out like a hog on acorns.”

He saw contentment in his mother’s eyes. Gone was the anxiety of the old days when she had worried constantly over Mordecai—when he was coming home, if he was coming
home—all the time shouldering not only her responsibilities but his. If anything, she looked younger now than she used to. Michael would have to give Uncle Benjamin credit for that. Times, before he could catch himself, he would almost get to thinking she would have been better off to have married Uncle Benjamin in the beginning instead of Papa, and to have let Papa go on roaming the way his natural bent had always led him, without anyone left behind to encumber him with guilt. Michael never let such thoughts run too far, for they seemed disloyal to his father. Had it happened that way, he and his brothers would not be here.

Except perhaps Jonathan. The boy clung to Michael’s leg and repeated his name over and over, begging for attention. Michael started to reach down for him but could not complete the move. He saw the hurt in his mother’s eyes. She said, “He’s your brother.”

“Half brother,” Michael replied, then wished he hadn’t.

Patience stared into Michael’s eyes until he had to look away. She said with regret more than rebuke, “You’re a good man, Michael. You’re much like your father … too much at times. But he had one thing you seem to’ve lost. He had understanding. He would’ve understood how your Uncle Benjamin and I needed one another. Your father didn’t know how to show love sometimes, but it was always there. There was a side to him that you couldn’t know. Only a woman could.”

Michael’s face burned. He looked at the boy still clinging to his leg, begging him to go see some new kittens in the shed.

Patience said, “Maybe Texas burned that out of you. But if you can’t find a way to get it back someday, you’ll be a lonely man as long as you live.”

Michael placed his hand on Jonathan’s head and held it there a minute, then forced himself to lift the boy up into his arms. Quietly he asked, “Where’d you say them kittens are?”




 AT SUPPER he announced his intention of going to the settlement the next day to see about selling his furs and the mule. Benjamin Lewis questioned him at some length about
the animal. Michael guessed he was considering buying it himself and he tried to spare his uncle some grief by describing all of Jethro’s worst habits.

Benjamin Lewis was a man who knew mules, so he was easy to discourage. “I’ve been needin’ another because we’ve got so many hands now to help with the plantin’. If it’s all the same with you, Michael, I believe I’ll ride along with you and see if I can happen upon a good mule for sale.”

Michael was never totally comfortable around his uncle anymore, but he knew no graceful way to decline. He put on the most pleasant face he could manage. “You’d be welcome.”

They were up at daylight to load the pelts on the mule and to saddle their horses. By the time that was done, Patience and the girls had breakfast ready. Afterward Benjamin assigned all the boys to their respective jobs.

“Frank, I want you to ride out and see if you can find that old brindle milk cow. She’s bound to’ve had her calf by now. James, you take a hoe to those weeds in your mama’s garden. They’re sappin’ the moisture we’ll be needin’ to get the first vegetables up. Andrew, I wish you’d get started plantin’ that south field.”

As the boys hustled off to their respective jobs Benjamin Lewis watched them with satisfaction. He said something Michael had heard from him a hundred times. “Idle hands invite the devil’s work instead of the Lord’s.”

Michael said, “I expect you’re right. The Blackwood boys are proof enough if any was needed.” He had not mentioned his run-in with Finis Blackwood; it would just cause unnecessary fretting by the family.

Benjamin nodded and swung into the saddle. “I can’t see much sign any of them’ll turn out better than their old daddy Cyrus. Drinkin’ all the time … gamblin’ … fightin’ … I do believe they’d rather shed blood than sweat. Ain’t one of them does any more work than he absolutely has to keep from starvin’ to death. Well, maybe Isaac. He’ll work a little.”

Michael never saw much of Isaac, the one who had chunked rocks at him and Andrew the time they had fought over rightful possession of a doe Michael had shot. Isaac worked
for wages on various farms and sent money home to help feed other family members whose ambition was not as strong as their appetites.

He said, “Last fall, before I went to the woods, I heard Isaac was in jail.”

“He was. They let him out at Christmas. Isaac has a hard time holdin’ a job for very long. He’ll fight anybody who’ll give him a reason, and he’s not choosy about the reason.”

Like all the Lewises, Benjamin studied the sky a lot, trying to find there some clue about the weather to come. Riding along, he looked up at the eastern sky, where the sun was already taking the spring cool from the morning air. The coolness felt good, but the crops needed warmth to grow. “Been a cold winter,” he said, “but I do believe this spring is goin’ to be a warm one. Good for the corn.”

“I’d reckon so,” Michael responded. He was unable to find much enthusiasm for the crops. He preferred the winter, and the trapping.

He felt Benjamin’s eyes appraising him at much length, and he was vaguely ill at ease. Benjamin said, “There’s a nice meadow over yonder that I’ve been wantin’ to break out and put into somethin’ useful. I just haven’t had the time. If you’d be willin’, I’d turn it over to you on the halves. I’ll furnish the mule and the plow and the seed. You furnish the labor.”

Again Michael began searching for some graceful way to turn his uncle down. “That’d be almighty generous of you,” he said, stalling for time. “Too generous, I’m thinkin’.”

“You’re a grown man now, Michael, and needin’ to be on your own. This’d be a chance for you to start at a profit to us both. I’d figure out some way that in a little while the land would be yours. I’ve got more than I can properly see to, even with so many helpin’ hands.”

“I’ll study on it,” Michael promised, trying not to frown. He felt the cool west wind at his back, and he turned to face it. He fancied he could hear a calling in it from the silence of the past. Papa maybe, way out yonder.

His uncle caught the look. “I’ve seen that same thing in your father’s eye, many a time. He was always lookin’ over
the next hill for his fortune, but it never was there. The fortune is here, in the soil. It don’t come easy, Michael. A man has got to grub and sweat for it. But at the end of the day he can look back on his labor and know it’s good. He can sit in his own cabin of an evenin’, by his own fire, and take pleasure in seein’ that his woman and his young’uns are properly fed, and he can feel justified in the eyes of the Lord. There’s happiness in that, happiness I don’t think your father—God rest him—every really knew.”

Michael had to disagree. “There was a happy side to Papa, one you probably never got to see much, because it mostly showed on him when he was out in the woods, or on the trail. I saw it on our trip to Texas. You’re a farmer by nature, and happy at it, but he wasn’t. He was miserable tryin’ to be one, as miserable as you’d’ve been if you’d tried to be a woodsman like he was.

“Everybody is born to walk his own way. You’re content with yours, and I’m glad you are. But I’ve got too much of Papa in me. I just ain’t found yet where I belong.”

Benjamin puffed thoughtfully on a corncob pipe. “Some men never find where they belong. They live miserable, and they die that way.”

“There’s got be someplace for me. If I keep lookin’, I believe I’ll find it.”

“I hope you do. But in the meantime, there’s still that meadow. And my offer stands.”

“Maybe for this season. I’ll do some studyin’ on it.”

His eye caught a movement at the edge of the woods, so quickly gone that he could not tell what it was. A deer, most likely, he thought, until a horse nickered from somewhere out of sight amid the trees, and his own horse looked quickly in that direction, its ears alert. He considered it strange, for horses did not often stray far into the woods; they found little grass in the constant shade. And a man would seem foolish to be riding through the woods when there were good beaten trails to be had, or the broad openings where Michael and his uncle rode.

He felt the first stirring of alarm, and his fingers tightened
on the long rifle that lay across his saddle. He carried it always, for one never knew when meat might be had for the table. “You see anything out yonder, Uncle Benjamin?”

Benjamin had heard the nicker, but he showed no concern. He had ridden this trail a hundred times or more. “Probably just a hunter,” he suggested. “He’ll scare off all the game, breakin’ his way through that brush on horseback.”

Michael saw a flash and a puff of smoke. He heard the impact of the bullet against his uncle’s body before the sound of the shot traveled the distance. Benjamin gave a cry of surprise, then slipped from the saddle and fell in a heap on the ground.

It was Texas, all over again. One shot this time instead of a volley, but Michael’s reaction was instinctive, conditioned by memories lived over a thousand times in his mind. He stepped instantly from the saddle and dropped to one knee, bringing the rifle up. He saw a movement in the timber, a man on horseback, whirling about. He took aim as the rider paused a moment, evidently tangled in some undergrowth. Recognition came an instant before he squeezed the trigger.

Finis Blackwood!

The pan flashed, then the rifle roared. Through the black smoke he thought he saw the rider jerk suddenly. Whether he was hit or reacted out of fright, Michael could not know. He saw the horse break into a run, the rider bent, ducking the low limbs in headlong flight. Before Michael could begin to reload, horse and rider were out of sight.

Turning back to his uncle, he felt his lungs ache. He had held his breath from the instant he had seen Finis fire the shot.

He looked into Benjamin’s glazing eyes and knew the bullet had struck him hard.

Good God, he thought. He taken what was meant for me.
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BENJAMIN LEWIS had been struck high in the chest, toward the right shoulder. His breathing was ragged, his face going gray with shock. For a moment, staring down at him, Michael could see only his father, shot five years ago in Texas. The same anger and desperation swept over him. But this time, at least, he was not helpless. He tore open his uncle’s shirt. A glance told him the wound was bad. He looked around quickly, calculating the distance back to his uncle’s house. A family named Baxter lived closer; he could see smoke rising from their chimney a half mile away.

“Can you hear me, Uncle Ben?” At first he saw no response, then Benjamin’s lips moved. Michael thought he was trying to say yes. He said, “I’ve got to get you onto a horse. I’ll take you to the Baxters’.”

The mule Jethro had panicked and run away, back in the direction from which Michael and Benjamin had come. Benjamin’s sorrel had run a hundred yards and stopped, but Michael’s horse stood waiting where he had stopped. Michael caught the reins and led the horse to where his uncle lay. He raised Benjamin to a sitting position. “I’m goin’ to put you on my horse now. Think you can help a little?”

Benjamin nodded weakly. He tried but had little strength. Michael strained and grunted, getting him to his feet, then
lifted him into the saddle. He put his own left foot in the stirrup and swung up behind the cantle so he could hold onto his uncle. “This is liable to hurt like hell,” he warned, “but it won’t take us long to get there.”

He put the horse into a walk for a minute. Then, satisfied he would not let Benjamin fall, he moved into a long trot. As he came upon the Baxters’ field he saw a man and two half-grown boys working there, the man behind two mules and a moldboard plow, the boys picking up large stones the plow turned over and carrying them to the edge of the field. Michael shouted and waved his hat. The man halted the mules and stared, then comprehended that there was trouble. He unhitched a mule and jumped upon him bareback, running to catch up while Michael proceeded to the cabin.

One of the boys was sent to fetch Patience while Michael and Baxter probed the wound and extracted the bullet. Benjamin had lapsed into unconsciousness early in the operation, which Michael thought was merciful. He well remembered the time Eli Pleasant had performed a similar operation upon him, under even cruder circumstances.

For a time Michael felt little pulse and saw no sign that his uncle was breathing. A little of the old Texas feeling of helplessness came over him. It took all the strength he could muster to put it down. He did so by letting anger rise in its place.

The Blackwoods! It seemed that every time a calamity struck the Lewis family, a Blackwood was behind it. Finis had set out to take revenge upon Michael because of what had happened near Miller’s Crossing. He had shot the wrong man by mischance or poor marksmanship.

Benjamin Lewis lay on a rough bunk, his face still gray, his breathing so faint as to be almost imperceptible.

Michael declared, more to himself than to his uncle, “We ain’t takin’ this. We ain’t takin’ it atall.”

He heard the rattle of trace chains and the rumble of steel-tired wagon wheels. He strode to the cabin’s door in time to see his brother Andrew help his mother down from the wagon. Patience rushed toward the cabin, her eyes fearful.
Michael stepped out to meet her and put his arms around her. “You’d better be prepared for the worst. It don’t look good.”

Patience Lewis was a strong woman. She had to be, for she had raised her family and had taken care of one farm or another by herself for much of the time she had been married to Mordecai. She said, “Let’s be seein’ to him, then.”

He thought he might have to grab her when she took her first look at Benjamin, but she was of sterner stuff. Her moment of shock was quickly past. She summoned up all the strength that years of self-sufficiency had given her. “I don’t understand. Benjamin had no enemies.”

Reluctantly Michael admitted, “But I have. That bullet was aimed at me.”

“If you know who it was, let’s notify the law.”

Michael said grimly, “I’ll take care of it.” He realized his mother misunderstood his meaning, thinking he intended to notify the officials. He let her keep the comfort of that error, for she had more than enough to grieve her. He studied the deep sadness in her eyes and knew, if he had not already, how much Benjamin Lewis meant to her.

He said, “I’d best be gettin’ about it.”

Patience caught his hand. “Won’t you stay with me until we know?”

“Andrew’ll be with you. There’s nothin’ I could do here that he can’t.” He bent and kissed his mother on the forehead, then turned to summon his younger brother with a nod. Andrew followed him outside, into the sunshine of a warm spring day.

Andrew eyed him suspiciously. “You ain’t really goin’ to the settlement, are you?”

“I’m goin’ to make a settlement.”

He had not told Andrew who had shot Benjamin, but he felt that his brother knew intuitively. Andrew had always had an uncanny knack of sensing things. Besides, he was aware of the intended robbery at the crossing. Andrew said, “I’ll go with you.”

“It was me he was after. It’s up to me to settle it.”

“There’s a bunch of them Blackwoods. I could watch your back, at least.”


“You stay here and watch Mama. Worst comes to worst, she’ll need you real bad.”

Andrew frowned. “You be careful, then. It’d be almighty hard on her to lose two of you the same day.”

“She ain’t lost either one of us yet. Uncle Benjamin may be a farmer instead of a woodsman, but he’s a Lewis just the same. He’s a fighter.”

One of the Baxter boys had caught Uncle Benjamin’s sorrel and the pelt-laden mule and had brought them to the pole pen. As Michael mounted his horse he pointed his chin toward the mule. “You’d just as well take the pack off of him. I won’t be gettin’ to the settlement with him for a while yet.”

He hunched in the saddle as he rode away, shoulders burdened by the task ahead of him.




 HE HAD shunned the Blackwood place in the years since his return from Texas, for it stirred bitter memories and pain. He could not see that it was one bit improved since the time he had come here and accused Cyrus to his face. The fields showed but little sign of spring plowing and planting. Old weeds from last year, their stems dried hard as rawhide, stood testament to the heritability of shiftlessness. Not a soul was working in the fields, though this was a time when every able body should be there.

Atop a gentle slope stood a double log cabin whose walls had not been plumb the day they had gone up, and now they swayed lazily to the north as if waiting only for a strong wind to lay them over. Chickens prowled the yard, scratching for bugs and worms. The work stock stood idle in a pen carelessly thrown together with timber of all sizes and lengths. Michael wondered if anybody had bothered to feed them.

He heard a shout and saw a young boy running toward the cabin. Cyrus Blackwood came out onto the narrow porch with a rifle in his hands. He was flanked by four of his sons, ranging in age from Luke and Isaac down to a boy of eight or ten whose name Michael did not even know. Finis should
be there, he thought, for he was the oldest. Michael checked the powder in the rifle’s pan, then rode boldly up to the porch. He felt hostile eyes fastened upon him, and he tried to return the look in kind.

“I’ve come to see Finis,” he declared. “Where’s he at?”

Black-bearded Cyrus took a half step forward. He jerked his head toward the cabin door. “He’s in yonder.”

Michael started to dismount. Cyrus brought up the rifle. Michael stopped, his leg half over the horse’s back. He said, “Finis has got a-plenty to answer for.”

When Cyrus did not reply, Luke declared, “So do you, you son of a bitch.”

Michael stared hard into Cyrus’s eyes. Cyrus tried but could not hold. He lowered his eyes and the muzzle of the rifle. Michael finished dismounting and looped his reins over a post set in front of the porch. “I’m comin’ in.” He walked directly toward Cyrus. Cyrus waited until Michael was almost within arm’s reach, then took one step to the side. When Isaac saw his father was caving in, he stepped in front of Michael.

Michael said, “My quarrel is with Finis, not with you.”

Cyrus said, “Let him go on in, Isaac. Let him see the damage he’s done.” His voice held more sadness than anger.

The old lady Blackwood sat in a hand-made wooden chair beside a rude bunk. She was holding a handkerchief to her eyes. In the close and choking gloom of the place Michael saw Finis Blackwood lying on the cot. He saw bloody cloths scattered on the floor, and one wrapped around the stump of Finis’s right arm. Finis’s face had the same gray look Michael had seen in his uncle’s. Finis was unconscious. He looked as if he might even be dead.

Mrs. Blackwood’s eyes smouldered with hatred as she arose from the chair. Bitterly she said, “If you come to finish the job, there ain’t much left for you to do.”

Cyrus Blackwood said, “His arm was shattered. We‘uns had to take it off. Proud of yourself, Michael Lewis?”

Michael had come with every intention of killing Finis if he gave the least excuse. He had not come to see him
butchered up like this. “Are you sure you had to? Maybe it could’ve been saved.”

“There wasn’t enough left of it. He like to’ve bled to death before he got home. There’s still a big chance he ain’t goin’ to make it.”

“He fired first,” Michael said stiffly. “He shot my Uncle Benjamin. He may not make it either.”

It was as if Cyrus and the others did not hear him, as if it made no difference to them what Finis had done. Cyrus said, “You been achin’ to take revenge on us Blackwoods ever since what happened to your pa. But you oughtn’t to’ve shot my boy to take out your grudge against me.”

“I shot Finis because he shot at us, and not because of what you done to Papa and them.”

He could tell that his explanation meant nothing. These were a people who recognized no wrong of their own and no right of anyone else. He looked once more at Finis and thought it probably would have been better had he killed him outright. If he were to say so, he would probably not leave this place alive.

He said, “I’m sorry for you, Mrs. Blackwood. The same way I’m sorry for my mother.”

He saw something leap into her eyes, something beyond anger, beyond even hatred. He saw a wildness there, a stern and vengeful will that reminded him of a sow bear defending her young. He had long wondered what held this family together all these years against the shiftlessness and improvidence of old Cyrus Blackwood. Now he knew. She brought her face up so close that he could feel her breath. Her eyes crackled.

“Now you hear me, Michael Lewis. We got that boy yonder to see after right now. He may yet die. If he don’t die, he’ll be a cripple the rest of his life, just a part of a man. But whichever way it goes, my boys’ll be comin’ after you. I’ll send Luke first, and if Luke don’t get you, I’ll send Isaac to help him. If them two don’t get you, I’ll send the others. If they can’t get you, I’ll kill you myself. And if any of your folks gets in the way, we’ll kill them too!”


Michael felt a cold chill raise the hair on the back of his neck. Cyrus and the boys might bluster and bluff, but this old woman meant what she said.

She pointed to the door. “Git now, before I take a notion to finish it here!”

Michael moved slowly, trying to let them know he was not afraid of any of them, and he was not, except for the old lady. He felt as if he had been trapped in a den with a mama bear. He warned her, “Don’t send anybody you can’t do without.”

He knew the warning was hollow, for chances were that when they came he would be able to do nothing. They would not face him and give him an equal chance; they would shoot at him from ambush as Finis had done. And more than likely they would do the same to anyone else near enough to be considered in the way or to bear witness before the law. He hoped the Blackwoods could not see the cold chill that ran through him and made his skin feel as if it were crawling.

He did not look behind him as he walked across the narrow porch and out to his horse. They could easily shoot him in the back, and a strong sense of dread told him they were considering it. But to let them see that dread would be weakness, he thought, and the last thing to show a Blackwood or a snarling dog was weakness. He swung up onto the horse before he stole a glance toward the cabin.

Isaac, third oldest of the Blackwood sons, had followed him partway out from the porch. Michael said quietly, “Isaac, I’ve always thought you had some sense. Tell her it’s gone far enough. There’s been blood spilt on both sides.”

“It’s gone beyond talkin’ now. You heard her. You seen her eyes. As long as you stay in this country there’ll be people killed. Maybe you, maybe us. And maybe some of your folks. I wish I could say different, but I’d be lyin‘to you. So watch yourself, Michael. From now on take every breath like it was fixin’ to be your last, because one of them will be.”

Michael rode away, his skin still crawling. He could almost feel a rifle pointed toward his back, but he would not let himself turn and look.







HE KNEW when he rode up to the Baxter cabin that the worst had passed. The farmer met him at the horse pen, and he was smiling. “I do believe your uncle’s goin’ to make it. He come around a while ago and talked a little. Seemed real pleased to find your mama there. I think that helped him more than anything we done.”

His mother met him at the door. She hugged him briefly, out of relief, then pushed him away and looked at him. “You went to the Blackwoods’, didn’t you?”

He glanced accusingly at his brother Andrew. Patience said, “Andrew didn’t tell me. I can figure things out for myself. I hope you didn’t …”

He shook his head. “Wasn’t no use. I’d already done about all there was to do.”

“He’s dead?”

“No, but he’s shot up some.” He thought that was enough to tell her for now. “How’s Uncle Benjamin?”

“He ought to live if he don’t get blood poisoning.”

“If we’re goin’ to take him home, we ought to do it before the damp night air sets in.”

She nodded. “You and Andrew get the team hitched to the wagon. I’ll see if Mrs. Baxter can give us the borry of some blankets.”

Andrew drove the wagon with all the competence of a professional freighter, picking the smoothest ground so he would not jostle Benjamin any more than he could help. Michael rode behind, leading Benjamin’s horse and the reluctant pack mule. His mother looked back two or three times before she said, “Why don’t you come up and ride alongside of us?”

Michael could not help glancing toward the woods which lay off to the left, within rifle range. His skin prickled. He doubted that any of the Blackwoods would already be trying to set an ambush for him. But if they did, he did not want his mother or Andrew or Benjamin in the line of fire. He evaded
by saying, “This mule is crazy enough that if somethin’ was to spook him, he might jump right up into the wagon.”

They came, finally, to Benjamin Lewis’s farm. Michael felt part of his burden lift, but not all. Even as he and Andrew and cousin Frank carried Benjamin into the house, he cast a glance back over his shoulder toward a dark grove of trees which could handily hide a man. The range would be long, but a good shot could do it.

Andrew gave him a searching look. “You all right, Michael?”

“Sure I’m all right. Why wouldn’t I be?”

He helped carry Benjamin to his bed and saw to it that he was made as comfortable as was possible. The little boy Jonathan cried to know what was wrong with his father. The house seemed to close in on Michael, and he had to go outside. He stood in the open dog-run, staring off toward the grove, knowing he was a target but grimly determined not to let them make him a prisoner in the house.

He tensed as he heard someone come up behind him. The boy Jonathan, frightened by what he had seen inside, put his arms around Michael’s leg and clung tightly. Michael looked uneasily toward the grove, then back to the boy. “Jonathan, you’d better go in to your mother.”

The boy clung until Michael pulled him free and pushed him toward the door. “Go on now!” Reluctantly Jonathan went, but he looked back, hurt and disappointed.

Andrew came out into the dog-run. He glanced toward the grove and seemed to read Michael’s mind. Andrew was strongly given to joking, most of the time, but he was dead serious now. “They wouldn’t shoot a little boy like that.”

“They might shoot at me and hit him, like Finis hit Uncle Benjamin. Next time it could be any of you.”

“We can’t all hide in the house. We’ve got to get on about our business and take our chances.”

“As long as I’m here I’m a danger to all of you. Looks like I got no choice but to go.”

“Where to?”


“I don’t know. Someplace. Maybe I’ll find out when I get there.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“You don’t even know where I’m goin’. Neither do I.”

“It don’t matter. If it suits you it’ll suit me.”

“Sometimes I’m not a pleasure to be with.”

“You’re my brother. I can stand it.” Andrew looked toward the grove again. “I think you need the company. And if them Blackwoods trail along, you could sure use some help.”

“No, Andrew. I might get you killed.”

“You’re not gone yet. Think on it some.” Andrew went back inside. Michael’s gaze turned to the west. A soft breeze had picked up, bringing with it the pleasant spring smell of the new grass and the wildflowers, the freshly-turned earth with its winter-stored moisture yielding up to the wind and the sun. It brought memories, fleeting fragments at first, then whole pictures. He remembered another time, another place, when the same fragrances had stirred him.

He tried to dismiss the thought, but it would not go away. He told himself it was the last place on earth he wanted to see again.

But the breeze was relentless, and Texas would not leave him.
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MORGAN’S STORE was larger and enjoyed a livelier trade than Sizemore Miller’s obscure place on the trail down at Miller’s Crossing. Around its original log structure a settlement of sorts had grown, and with the settlement the store had expanded a little at a time, each new addition not quite fitting architecturally with those that had preceded it. This mattered not at all to the frontier clientele, whose tastes ran to utility rather than to esthetics. The first log structure was now a storage area at the back, and the store’s front was built of sawed lumber, rough but sturdy, a credit to a thriving modern community.

Storekeeper Oscar Morgan spread Michael’s winter catch of pelts on his front porch and studied them with a critical eye practiced to discover any flaw. But Michael felt Morgan would be honest with him, within the natural limitations of his calling.

Morgan said, “I always thought the world of your daddy. But with all due respect to him, you’ve got these pelts in better shape than he ever did. Mordecai lacked your patience, I’m thinkin’.”

At the moment Michael did not feel patient. His rump prickled with impatience to be about the business and gone.
“You’re in a good place to hear things, Mister Morgan. Do you know anything about Texas openin’ up to settlement?”

“I hear there’s been another try by some damnfool named Long to take the country over. It blowed up like all the other tries. Them that didn’t get killed are prisoners.” His look turned quizzical. “You ain’t studyin’ on goin’ there, are you? You, more than anybody I know of, ought to consider Texas barely one notch better than Hell.”

“Just thinkin’ it might be a good idea if I went someplace. I’d be much obliged if you wouldn’t say nothin’ to anybody.” He helped Morgan stack some of the pelts so the storekeeper would have room to take a closer look at others.

Morgan said, “It might be a good thing if you was to go somewhere. Nobody’s goin’ to think the worse of you for it.”

Michael frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

“Luke Blackwood was here a while ago. Done a lot of talkin’.”

Michael looked around quickly. He had been so intent on getting the pelts sold that he had not considered the possibility of an attack by the Blackwoods right here in the settlement.

Morgan said, “He bought him a jug and was gone before you come. Probably hunted him a place to lay up and get drunk.” Morgan frowned. “Everybody around here knows the Blackwoods won’t stand up to you. You’re your daddy all over again, with the same grit he had, and they’re afraid of you. They’ll strike you from ambush, like a snake. There ain’t no shame in a man turnin’ his back on a hopeless situation like that.”

“I ain’t gone anywhere yet.”

“But you should. The sooner the better. Come on in and let’s figure out what I owe you.”

Michael took part of his pay in supplies, like powder and lead, a couple of new blankets, a pair of strong, heavy boots. Finding neither Morgan nor anyone else in the settlement much in the mood to buy or trade for his contrary mule, he packed his goods on its back. Before leaving the settlement he looked carefully for any sign of Luke Blackwood but saw none. His senses keened by Morgan’s warning, he held to
the open places, departing from the trail wherever it led near timber that might furnish Blackwood concealment within rifle range.

The trail crossed a place known as Buck Holler where there stood the cabin of an early settler named Wilson, father of Joseph’s new wife and brother to old Amos Wilson who had died with Papa in Texas. Michael watered the horse and the mule, then rode up to a garden where the jovial Wilson was planting beans. Wilson came to the fence to say howdy and shake hands and inquire after Benjamin’s health. Michael assured him his uncle would recover.

Wilson said exuberantly, “Him and me are fixin’ to be granddaddies, you know.”

It grated on Michael that Wilson now seemed to consider his brother Joseph to be Benjamin’s son rather than Mordecai’s. It was as if Benjamin had completely replaced Mordecai for everybody except Michael. Michael sidestepped the subject. “Seen anything of Luke Blackwood?”

Wilson seemed to catch the urgency behind the question. “He come by early this morin’, ridin’ toward the settlement. Ain’t seen him come back.” The joviality was suddenly gone. “You don’t reckon your trouble with them Blackwoods might spill over onto your brothers, do you? My little girl’d be caught right in the middle.”

Michael did not know how to give him a satisfactory answer, so he did not try. “I’ll tell Uncle Benjamin that you inquired after his health.” He turned away.

Wilson waved. “If I was you, I’d go over and kill all them Blackwood boys like you’d kill out a den of snakes. That’d put an end to the trouble.”

Michael said distastefully, “I’d have to kill the little’uns as well as the big’uns, because they’d get to be big’uns someday and come huntin’ me.” He left Wilson to his planting.

He made a wide swing around the place where Uncle Benjamin had been shot, for it seemed a likely place for the unimaginative Luke to try to set up an ambush. Michael found the farmer Baxter milking his cow. Baxter said he had
not seen Luke. He made somewhat the same general suggestion about the Blackwoods that Wilson had except a little less sanguine.

“They ought to all be put in jail for the good of the community,” he declared. “As for Finis, it’s a damn shame you wasn’t a better shot.”

Michael led the mule by the cabin he had been sharing with Andrew and his cousin Frank and some of the younger boys. He dropped off the supplies there, then led the two animals down to the pen to turn them loose. Little Jonathan was playing in the barn, chunking rocks at some half-wild cats kept there to control the mice. Michael told him, “If one of them cats ever gets his claws into your butt, you’ll wish you’d left them alone.”

Andrew came down to the barn and watched Michael unsaddle. He pointed his chin at the mule. “Thought you was goin’ to get rid of him.” He smiled. “I reckon them settlement folks are good judges of a mule.”

“I reckon they are,” Michael admitted ruefully. “Couldn’t find anybody who wanted him.”

“I saw what you brought back with you. Looks to me like you’re fixin’ to make a trip.”

The boy Jonathan caught the comment. “Where you goin’, Michael? Would you take me with you? Please?”

Michael shook his head. “Ain’t said I’m goin’ anywhere, yet.” He pushed the subject aside. “How’s Uncle Benjamin?”

“Stronger today,” Andrew replied. “He’s tough, like Papa used to be.”

Michael said grittily, “Nobody’s like Papa used to be.” He picked up his rifle and started out the gate, then turned. “You comin’, Jonathan?”

The boy picked up another rock and started looking for the cats. “Mama didn’t call supper yet.”

“Well, you’d better be listenin’ when she does. I ain’t comin’ out to hunt for you.”

Andrew walked up to the house with Michael. He said, “That kid thinks you’re the greatest man in the world, except
for his daddy. You treat him like he’s a stray dog instead of your brother.”

“Half brother,” Michael corrected him, then realized how narrow that sounded. He added, “I don’t intend to be that-away. It’s just …” He realized he could not articulate his feelings. He did not fully understand them himself. “The boy’s all right. It’s me, not him.”

Andrew said pointedly, “Papa’d’ve been crazy about him. Jonathan’s a Lewis. He’s one of us.”

Michael did not like feeling guilty. “I’ll go fetch him when suppertime comes.”

He looked first into the kitchen, where his mother and sisters and girl cousins were fixing supper. Then he went to his mother’s and uncle’s bedroom on the other side of the dog-run. Benjamin Lewis was propped up in his bed, a feather tick covering only the lower part of his body. His shoulder and chest were swathed in bandages not much whiter than his face. But Michael could see strength in his eyes, deep blue eyes that reminded him too much of Papa.

“Did you get everything sold?” Benjamin wanted to know. “The pelts? The mule?”

“The pelts. Not the mule. I guess I’ll just have to learn to out-stubborn him some more.”

Andrew put in, “Michael can do that, all right.” He was still inclined to look for the humor, something Michael seemed to lack.

Benjamin smiled. It looked good on him, Michael thought.

“So what now, Michael?” Benjamin asked. “You studied any more about that meadow I offered you?”

“I’ve thought about it.” Michael could say that with honesty. He did not want to worry his uncle with the rest of it, though. So far as he knew, nobody had told Benjamin about the Blackwood family’s threat.

“Well then,” Benjamin pressed, “what do you say?”

Michael knew he was going to have to tell him no. As he cast around for the best way to say it, cousin Frank pushed
the door open. Urgency was in his eyes. “Michael, I’ve got to see you. Now!”

Puzzled, Michael told his uncle, “I’ll be back,” and followed Frank out into the dog-run.

Excitedly Frank said, “I was just comin’ up from the field when I seen Luke Blackwood run his horse out of that grove yonder and up to the back of the barn. He’s got a rifle.”

Michael had propped his own rifle outside the door to his uncle’s room, on the dog-run. He grabbed it. A sudden realization struck him. “The barn? Jonathan’s out there.”

Frank’s eyes widened. “You stay here out of sight.” He left the dog-run at a brisk pace, moving toward the barn. “Jonathan! Jonathan, come here to me.”

A rough voice called from the barn door. “Frank, you stop where you’re at! Don’t you come no closer.”

Michael’s throat went dry. He knew the voice.

Luke Blackwood shouted, “I’ve got this boy here. I’ll trade him to you for Michael.”

Jonathan cried out, “Mama! Papa!” His voice was more angry than fearful.

Frank stopped halfway between the house and the barn and looked back over his shoulder. “He’s got him, Michael. I can see them both.”

Luke Blackwood shouted louder. “Michael Lewis! That you up yonder? I want you, Michael. You come on out here and I’ll let this boy go.”

Michael’s heartbeat quickened. He had no doubt that if he went, Luke would kill him. But if he did not go, Luke Blackwood was the sort who might very well take out his frustrations on a small boy. Michael’s breath came short, and his hand went wet with cold sweat against the rifle. But he pondered for only a moment, for he saw no choice. He stepped out, away from the dog-run, into the open. “I’m comin’, Luke. Let the boy go.”

Luke said nothing until Michael had walked up even with Frank. Then he shouted, “I want you to fire that rifle into the air, Michael. Then lay it down.”

Michael said, “You let the boy go first.”


“No. You do what I tell you.”

Michael saw the anxiety in Frank’s eyes. The whole family doted on Jonathan, except Michael. He held the rifle tightly against his shoulder and raised the muzzle high, then squeezed the trigger. The report echoed across the fields. He carefully laid the rifle on the ground, along with his powderhorn. His eyes locked solemnly on Frank’s. He could see a promise there. Whatever happened, Luke Blackwood would not get away.

Michael walked toward the barn. He could see Luke now, and Jonathan, between the logs that made up the horse pen. Jonathan was struggling to break free. Luke had a grip on the boy’s arm with his left hand. With his right he held a long rifle precariously to his shoulder.

Michael said, “Let him go now, Luke.”

“I want you a lot closer, Michael. If you try anything, I’ll shoot this boy.”

“You can’t, Luke. You’ve just got one shot, and if you use it on him, you know I’ll get you. I’ll kill you with my hands.”

His hand was on the gate. He slid open the bar that held it. The gate swung heavily on rawhide hinges. He stood then, twenty feet from Luke Blackwood, and looked him in the face. He saw fear in Luke’s eyes. But he also saw murder.

He said, “You won’t get away from here, Luke. There’s other Lewises at the house, and guns. You can kill me, but you’ll never get to that grove. Turn the boy a-loose.”

“This boy is what’s goin’ to get me away from here alive.”

Michael could have argued with him, could have told him he was justified in shooting Finis, that Finis was crippled through his own doing. But such argument would be wasted, as it had been wasted at the Blackwood cabin. So he stood and looked silently into the muzzle of the rifle. He remembered another day and other rifles and felt the same dread churning his stomach.

He saw the intention in Luke’s eyes a second before Luke made his move. To stabilize the rifle he had to turn Jonathan loose and bring his left hand up to the long barrel. In that moment Michael made a quick move to his right. Jonathan
broke free, then turned angrily and kicked Luke on the shin. Luke vacillated in confusion, trying to watch Michael while he booted the boy away. The rifle barrel wobbled. Michael saw the pan flash and threw himself to the ground. As the rifle roared, he knew Luke had missed him.

Luke knew too. He stared a second in wild terror as Michael pushed himself to his feet. The boy clung to Luke’s pants leg, trying to kick him again. Then Luke turned and vaulted across the fence, dropping his rifle as he hit the ground. Stopping to pick it up, he sprinted to where his horse was tied. Michael grabbed the top rail of the fence and swung himself over. He landed awkwardly and went down. He saw Luke’s horse shy away in fright at Luke running headlong toward it. The horse broke the tied bridle rein and jerked free. Luke grabbed at what was left of the rein, swung into the saddle, and drummed his heels in panic against the animal’s ribs. In his haste he had dropped his rifle a second time, and he did not stop to pick it up.

Frank Lewis came running, loading Michael’s rifle as he moved. Andrew hurried from the house with another rifle, but he was considerably behind.

Jonathan angrily hurled a rock at the fleeing Luke, but it went hardly beyond the fence. He seemed unaware of the danger that had just passed him by. Michael grabbed him up and hugged him. “Little brother, you’ve got a lot of spunk. By God, you are a Lewis!”

Frank Lewis braced the rifle against a corner post and took a bead. The bullet kicked up dust just ahead of Luke’s running horse. Still holding the boy in his arms, Michael said, “Frank, I think you’d better stick to farmin’.”

Andrew reached there just as Luke’s horse was about to plunge into the grove. He took a wild shot for luck but had none.

Michael said, “It’s just as well. If you’d killed him the rest of the Blackwoods’d be after the whole family, and not just after me.”

Andrew grimaced. “I’d hate to be the one has to wash his britches tonight. He won’t be comin’ back.”


But Michael remembered the fury in Old Lady Blackwood’s eyes, and the thing she had said: “If Luke don’t get you, I’ll send Isaac to help him. If them two don’t get you, I’ll send the others. If they can’t get you, I’ll kill you myself. And if any of your folks gets in the way, we’ll kill them too!”

He had no doubt that she had meant every word. Luke was only the first. He saw Patience, hand over her alarmed eyes, moving quickly toward the barn to see what the commotion had been about. Michael’s younger sisters followed her. He set Jonathan on the ground. “You’d better run to your mama. She’s frettin’ about you.”

Jonathan did not go. He took Michael’s hand. “Who was that man, Michael? What was he so mad for?”

“Some people are just mad all the time, like some boys are good all the time. Now, you be good and go to your mama.”

Patience reached the gate and knelt, swinging Jonathan up into her arms. Her eyes asked the question; she had no need to put it into words. Michael felt a twinge of guilt even though he realized it had been none of his fault. The boy in her arms had been in jeopardy for Michael’s sake.

Andrew told her, “Luke Blackwood had Jonathan. He used Jonathan to make Michael go to him.”

Patience moved up close to Michael and studied him with grave concern. “I heard shots.”

Michael shrugged. “Nobody’s hit. That’s the main thing.”

She held the boy tightly. “He may come back.”

Michael knew now that he had no choice. “I’ll leave him no reason to.”

By the stricken look in her eyes, he knew she understood his meaning. There was no need to add to the pain by putting it into words. She said tightly, “Supper’s about ready.”

Michael nodded. “We’ll be along directly.”

He watched her walk back toward the house, the boy still in her arms, the girls following. He turned to Andrew and Frank. “I can make a few miles before dark. Even if they was to come at daylight, they’d be too late. They won’t know where to start lookin’ for me.” He glanced regretfully at the
horse and mule he had turned loose in the pen a little earlier. “Looks like there’ll be no rest for the weary.”

Cousin Frank argued, “We could all go over to the Blackwoods’ in a bunch and let them know that the Lewises stick together. Maybe they’d back off.”

Michael knew better. “They stick together too. We’d just set off a family feud, and kill each other one or two at a time till there wasn’t nobody left, hardly. We’ve known it to happen with other families. I don’t intend for it to happen to this one, just because of me.”

Frank offered, “Then let me and Andrew go with you.”

Michael shook his head. “Frank, Uncle Benjamin won’t be able to work much for a long time, and there’s a-plenty to do with spring just started. You bein’ the oldest, it’ll be your farm someday. Your place is here helpin’ your daddy.”

Andrew said, “But it won’t be my farm. I’ll have to go out and find my own. Let me go with you, and we’ll find us one together.”

The temptation was almost overpowering. Of all his brothers, Andrew was the one most like Michael in many respects, attuned to the forest, the trail, yet he could be equally at home in the cornfield or working with the handful of cattle the family owned.

But there were too many reasons not to accept. The chance was slim, to be sure, but there was at least an outside possibility that the Blackwoods might manage to follow Michael and exact the price the old lady had set. He thought it unlikely that they would leave Andrew unharmed if he got in the way, and having all the Lewis determination, he would most certainly get in the way. Even if the Blackwoods did not find them, there was the great uncertainty about what lay ahead. One Lewis already lay buried in a faraway place. Michael did not intend for Andrew to risk the same fate.

He said, “I’ve always traveled best alone. And fastest.” He turned toward the house, putting argument behind him.







SUPPER DONE, he went into Benjamin Lewis’s room and took his uncle’s hand. Benjamin had already gotten wind of Michael’s plans, and he understood the reason behind them. Benjamin squeezed Michael’s fingers with more strength than Michael had expected. Benjamin asked heavily, “When you goin’, son?”

“I’m fixin’ to leave now.”

Benjamin stared at him a long, silent moment. “You’ll need a better horse than the one you’ve got. Take Big Red.”

“He didn’t bring Papa any luck.”

“Wasn’t the fault of the horse. You’ll be glad you taken him.” Benjamin gave him a sad study. “You’re like one of my own sons to me, Michael. You leavin’, it’s almost like havin’ a death in the family.”

Michael nodded solemnly. “But that’s why I’m leavin’, so there won’t be any. Once I’m gone they’ll have no reason to bother the rest of you.”

“Your mother’ll take this hard, like the time your daddy left and never came back.”

“She’s strong. She’s got other family. And she’s got you.” He looked away, surprised that he could bring himself to say it.

Benjamin squeezed Michael’s hand again. His eyes misted. “I didn’t agree with your daddy about some things, but he was my brother, and I loved him. When I look at you, I can still see him, like when he was twenty-one. He’d be proud of you, Michael. I’m proud to be your kin.”

Michael said with total honesty, “And I’m proud you’re mine.”

His mother watched while he hugged his sisters, Annie the last, then his brothers. She walked out into the yard where Andrew held the sorrel horse and the pack mule, waiting for him. All there was to say, she said with her eyes. She hugged him hard, then stepped back and let him go.

As he rode into the woods, he turned for a last glance. She was still standing there watching him go, as she had so often watched his father leave.

He rode long into the darkness, pausing only a few minutes
at Joseph’s place to say good-bye to his older brother and the girl who had become Joseph’s wife. Having eaten supper before setting out, he had no need to stop and cook a meal, or even to build a fire when he finally decided to give the animals a rest. He slept but little and was up at first light, eating hastily and without relish, nervous to be on his way. He left the trail, striking off on his own to confound the Blackwoods should they make an attempt at following. He rode north a while, simply to confuse the issue, then dropped southwestward for some time before setting a generally westward course across forests and meadows and hills that alternated, one with the other. Any Blackwood would play hell ever catching up to him now. In a clearing in a wood, he made a fire and fixed some coffee and bacon and ate cold bread Joseph’s wife had insisted he take. He slept as if he had been knocked in the head and did not awaken the next morning until the rising sun struck him in the face. He took his time fixing breakfast, watching the animals graze.

Two hours underway, he thought he heard something, and alarm tingled through him. He gripped the rifle and turned the sorrel horse around, facing back to the east. Convincing himself it was imagination, he rode on. At what he guessed to be noontime he stopped at the bank of a creek to let the animals rest and graze, and he built a small fire to broil some bacon.

It was about done when he saw his horse suddenly swing its head around, ears pointed. He heard a horse’s hoofs. He grabbed the rifle and dropped onto his belly behind a tree, training the rifle toward the sound. His heartbeat quickened.

A familiar voice hailed him before he could see more than a flash of color through the trees. “That you up yonder, Michael? Don’t you be shootin’ me now.”

Michael pushed to his feet and stepped out into the open. From the ground Andrew Lewis looked like a man fully grown, though he lacked some yet. He looked enough like Mordecai that Michael had a hard time feeling as angry as he wanted to be. Crossly he declared, “Little brother, you are a vexation and a pain. I might’ve shot you for a Blackwood.”


Andrew grinned like a possum sucking eggs. “For a Blackwood? I’d’ve been mad at you for the rest of my life.”

“It’d’ve been a damned short life. The crooked trail I left, how the hell did you follow me?”

“You know I was always the best tracker in the family. Papa taught me that.”

“Then why? I said you couldn’t go.”

“Papa told you the same thing once. You trailed behind him till he couldn’t send you back. Anyway, I’ve already said my good-byes at home. They thought it was a good idea for me to come along and watch out for you.”

“Watch out for me?”

“You’ve got a way of gettin’ in trouble when you’re by yourself.”

“I’ll be takin’ care of you instead of the other way around.”

“You won’t hardly know I’m here. I’ll be quieter than a little mouse.”

Michael knew the only way to make Andrew go home would be to take him there. He could not do that. “First time you make one of them bad jokes I’ll ride off and leave you behind.”

“No jokes.” Andrew added with a wicked grin, “You never understood them anyhow.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Means you’ve got too serious a turn of mind. You ought to laugh more.”

“It’s a serious world, and no place for a damned fool.”

“That runs in the family.”
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SERGEANT ELIZANDRO Zaragosa suspected that had the military leadership known how badly he wanted to return to San Antonio de Bexar to rejoin his wife Elvira, the company would never have been transferred south from Nacogdoches. It was not the way of the military command to recognize the wishes of the men except to deny them.

Even Lieutenant Armando Rodriguez seemed in good humor, pleased to leave the primitive pleasures and limited social climate of the little Northern Texas community for the relative comfort of the more populated Bexar. He had not captured and dispatched an insurrectionist in more than a year, despite many a diligent search and occasional hot pursuit. The sanctuary of nearby American Louisiana was too quickly reached, and those anti-royalist agitators who had survived this long were not easily caught unaware. Rodriguez had become wearied by the frustrating chore of searching out and expelling norteamericano squatters who stubbornly crossed the ill-marked line from Louisiana, making themselves at home on the king’s soil. They thumbed their noses at authority and sprang up everywhere like weeds in a garden, declaring that land unused was a waste in the eyes of the Lord and that therefore theirs was virtually a
Biblical obligation. While he was driving one out, two more would slip in behind him.

General Joaquin de Arredondo had ordered that they be relentlessly sought and evicted lest they take root and multiply, and perhaps lend motivation and strength to more filibustering expeditions out of the infernal United States. But the general was far to the south in Monterrey. He did not understand that these people infested the frontier like locusts, building their rude cabins in the edges of the pine forests, breaking out land to which they had no claim, trading in contraband goods from Natchitoches and points to the east. Not even an occasional application of the sword seemed to deter the invasion, though God knew Rodriguez had tried. He had always been an eager administrator of justice in the name of his king, especially against insurrectionists and norteamericanos. He had no dread of spilled blood, so long as it was someone else’s.

The royal road from Nacogdoches to Bexar had the name, but it was hardly more than a crude trace, certainly not a road in the sense of those which traversed the settled portions of Mexico farther south. Travelers along its path always faced the hazard of miscreants who took advantage of the poorly-defended, relieving any burden of valuable goods and possessions that might be weighing heavily upon their shoulders, and sometimes of the animals that carried them. There was also the possibility of confrontation with the wild Indians who periodically invaded from those dark and unknown regions to the west, to which they retreated with impunity after exacting their toll. But neither bandits nor Indians were likely to attack a body of soldiers armed with muskets and lances. Zaragosa rode watchfully but with confidence.

They encountered few people along the way, which in one sense he felt was a pity, for the potential of this land was limitless. It was blessed with great forests and open valleys of deep soil the Lord must have intended for the plow. Settled by the proper sort of industrious people, it could be a colonial jewel in the king’s crown. But the royal government,
during its years of troubles in Mexico since the first rebellion, had made it policy to encourage settlement only within regions which it could control with its military presence. People had a tendency to want to think for themselves and question authority when they were allowed to disperse too widely. Lieutenant Rodriguez had often pointed to the Americans as an example of this truth; they took a perverse pride in their independence and their ability to thrive when not fettered by what they regarded as excessive law. They seemed not to realize that the only justification for the common man’s existence was to serve those born to higher station, as Rodriguez served his king, and as these misbegotten mestizo soldiers served him.

They came across a couple of cart trains carrying merchandise which the merchants said was for the settlers at Nacogdoches. Zaragosa suspected most of it was intended for contraband trade with Louisiana. Smuggling was among the region’s chief enterprises; equal to, if not greater than, agriculture. Zaragosa assumed the lieutenant was well aware of the intended transgressions, but the papers were in order, thanks to appropriate payment to the officials in Bexar in the form of the mordida, the “little bite.” The lieutenant went through the proper procedures, inspecting the cargoes and the manifests with military correctness. Zaragosa was sure Rodriguez came out of the encounters a little richer, though the officer was too practiced in the ways of the world to let his subordinates see him accept any coin. That they all knew he did was of no matter; they had not seen him. It was a fact of life in the Spanish colonial system that the reality was easily overlooked so long as appearances remained proper.

Sergeant Zaragosa whiled away the long, weary hours on the trail by remembering the lovely face of his wife Elvira and picturing his happy reunion with her. He had sent her south to her family in Bexar as her pregnancy became advanced, for she and her child would receive better care among her own. Once there, it had been agreed that she would be well served to stay, for life was precarious in a small and backward outpost such as Nacogdoches. That had
been more than two years ago. He had a son whose second birthday had already been celebrated without his being given leave to go and see him. Another reason to hate Lieutenant Rodriguez.

He had remained true to Elvira during their long separation, though to have taken himself a mistress would have been accepted, even expected. If forced to submit to inquisition he would have to admit that the opportunity for infidelity had been small in such a sparsely-settled community. He had seen no woman there whose beauty approached that of Elvira. Any temptation had been transient and easily put aside.

His excitement built as they began to see the rough limestone hills that rose to the north and west of San Antonio de Bexar. The royal road skirted them, its originators having judiciously remained with gentler and less demanding terrain to the east. It was here, and south along the San Antonio River, that the government almost a century ago had settled Canary Islanders to establish its hold on this land against encroachment by France. Attempts to move west into the rough hills had always been thrown back by the fearsome Comanches and Apaches, enemies to each other but equally hostile to the settlers. Even now, Comanches occasionally rode boldly through the streets of Bexar, silently daring one and all to make a move against them. There were seldom enough soldiers to meet the challenge in force, certainly not enough to beat back Indians so fearsome. The people of Bexar pueblo fervently wished for settlers to occupy the land between them and the hills to act as a buffer against the Indians. Those occasional brave souls who tried either gave up and moved back to the fringes of the town or were buried in the soil they had tried to cultivate. The king held title, but Comanche and Apache held the land.

The Galindo family’s farm lay just northeast of the town, part of the land running up to Salado Creek. The Nacogdoches road passed nearby, and Zaragosa felt the delicious agony of seeing from some distance the flat-topped stone house in which Elvira would be living with her parents,
brothers, and sisters. He watched closely, hoping that by some stroke of good fortune he might see her in the yard or upon the road, but he did not. It would bring him refusal and a stem rebuke from Rodriguez if he were to ask permission to stop, even briefly. He was still looking back over his shoulder long after they passed, until the lieutenant asked him sourly if he feared an Indian attack.

Riding through the narrow, confining streets beside Rodriguez at the head of the company, Zaragosa could see little change since he had been sent north. The small houses of stone and adobe were the same as he remembered them. The town had not grown. On the contrary, it had shrunk as a result of all the troubles, the rebellions and invasions large and small. The old mission San Antonio de Valero, which some called the Alamo because of the cottonwoods, was gradually crumbling into ruins. The San Fernando cathedral had taken over its religious duties, standing across the plaza from the governor’s palace. Zaragosa wondered if Governor Antonio Martinez watched through his window as the company rode by, and whether he took its presence as reassurance or as a threat. Many citizens regarded the troops as a greater menace than the Indians. When Armando Rodriguez gave the orders, that fear held a grim validity.

Zaragosa hoped but did not actually expect the lieutenant to grant him leave to ride out for a reunion with his wife. In this supposition he was correct, for it was the following day before Rodriguez finally gave him grudging permission to absent himself from the garrison. He did so then only because the whole company except those on punishment were freed for a night to seek the pleasures of the pueblo and divest themselves of the meager pay which jingled temporarily in their pockets. If the people of the town sometimes wished for protection from the soldiers, Zaragosa thought there were times the soldiers also needed protection from at least some elements of the town.

Dressed in the best uniform he had, every button polished, his black horse curried and brushed, Zaragosa approached the Galindo house trembling as if before the worst battle he
had ever faced. He vacillated between heady anticipation and paralyzing self-doubt, wondering if he should not have sent a note by messenger to let her know of his coming. But such airs were for officers, not for soldiers of low degree, even one so fortunate as to hold the rank of sergeant.

By the standards of Mexico, the Galindos were far from wealthy. By the standards of isolated San Antonio de Bexar they were at least comfortable, for they owned fields and horses and mules and cattle, and every member of the family of an age to do so was able to read and write. This relatively high standing had once given Zaragosa reason to question whether he was being pretentious in pressing his suit of Elvira, for this presumed an equality he was not certain he could justify.

The late-afternoon sun had descended almost to the rough tops of the brooding western hills as he rode up the tree-shaded lane toward the rambling stone house. Several dogs bounded out to meet him, setting up a racket that surely must be a good defense against any surprise attack by Indians. Toward the barns he could see men unburdening work oxen and driving in cows for the evening milking. They paid him little attention, for these were hired laborers who lived in small stone and adobe hovels well away from the main house, separated from the Galindo family by both a considerable physical distance and the many-layered class distinctions that put each person in his place on the day of birth and rarely let him move in any direction except downward.

A small child played in front of the house; a boy he took to be about two years old. His heart raced with the realization that this was his son. The boy became aware of the approaching stranger and fearfully retreated inside. Evidently he had been taught about soldiers.

Zaragosa checked all his buttons and brushed his uniform with one hand. He dismounted and called, “Elvira!” He watched the door for what seemed an hour before she stood there, hesitant, more beautiful than he remembered her.

Recognition struck her, and she rushed into his arms. As her warmth smothered him, he wanted to do much more than
hold and kiss her. He wanted to sweep her up into his arms and carry her straight to the bedroom. But there were proprieties. And he did not have to report back to the garrison until tomorrow. He stared into her shining olive face. “Elvira, time has been a friend to you.”

“No, it has stolen too much from us.” The way she stared at him, he suspected the same wild urge ran through her. But yes, there were proprieties.

She took his arm and led him into the house, much more slowly and gently than he really wanted to go. “Come,” she said, leaning her head against his shoulder. “It is time you meet your son Manuel.”




 TIME CAME for supper. Old Mauro Galindo, the father of Elvira and eight others, walked up from the barns with his son Nicolas beside him. Nicolas, the firstborn and a year older than Elvira, had much of the old man in his face but had something else besides, an anger in his black eyes that had been there as long as Zaragosa had known the family. It was an anger born of the first aborted rebellion against Spain, an anger that had never cooled. Because Zaragosa wore the uniform of a Spanish soldier, Nicolas had never been more than politely cool toward him.

The old man vigorously shook Zaragosa’s hand and welcomed him back to the bosom of the family, as Senora Galindo had done soon after Zaragosa’s arrival. But Zaragosa saw little welcome in Nicolas’s eyes. Nicolas stared at the uniform, and he frowned.

The evening was long and uncomfortable, partly because of Nicolas’s coldness and partly because Zaragosa wanted so badly to say his good-nights and retreat with Elvira to their bedroom. Try as Elvira and her mother might, they could not long keep the conversation deflected from politics and war. The elder Galindo professed to have no interest in politics. He declared that he had seen first one and then another authority figure come and go. “It makes no difference who is in charge of the government. They are all like
apples—sweet at first, then rotten with time. Power and money, these are the spoilers of honorable men.”

Nicolas argued, “‘There is one good thing to be said for the americanos. They are greedy and grasping and want what does not belong to them, but at least they are free men. They bow to no one. It will be like that for us one day. We will not forever be slaves to the gachupín!” He pointed to the boy Manuel, Zaragosa’s son. “He will grow up to be a free man.”

Old Mauro Galindo said gruffly, “He will grow up to work for his living like all the rest of us. Do you think it makes any difference to the horse whether the rider is a king or a peasant? Do you think it makes any difference to the seed in the ground whether the man who pushes the plow is a slave or a free man?”

Nicolas thrust his chin forward as if in challenge. “It makes a difference to the man with the plow.”

Elvira begged to be excused to put the boy to bed. Zaragosa kissed him, but the boy pulled away, afraid. It would take time.

Nicolas turned to Zaragosa. “You still belong to that damned Rodriguez, I suppose?”

Zaragosa frowned. He did not like the feeling of belonging to anyone, least of all to Rodriguez. “I serve under him.”

Nicolas’s voice was bitter. “Rodriguez has the blood of many good men to answer for. He will burn in Hell.”

“I do not doubt it,” Zaragosa replied. “‘But for the present he is much alive.”

“That can be remedied.”

Zaragosa waited impatiently for the old man to say good-night and give the cue for the conversation to break up. He did, finally, plodding away with his graying wife toward their bedroom. Nicolas tarried a minute longer, his eyes burning a hole into Zaragosa. He pushed to his feet and went to the door, pausing there. “You may tell that dog Rodriguez the fire of freedom has been lighted. It will consume him one day soon, him and all his kind.” His eyes narrowed.”It will consume anyone else who stands in the way.”


Carrying a candle, Elvira took Zaragosa’s hand and led him out into the open patio, to the door of her bedroom. He closed the door behind them. “Elvira, Nicolas puts everyone in this family in danger. If Rodriguez hears of his talk, there is no telling how far he may go.”

“I will speak to him about it tomorrow. There has been enough talking for tonight.” She turned eagerly into his arms, and the time for talk was past.
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FOR MICHAEL the trip west was begun with reluctance, but for younger brother Andrew it was a grand adventure to be met with a light heart and eagerness. That spirit became contagious after Michael’s gradual acceptance of the necessity which had set him upon the trail west. He began to relax into the quiet contentment that always came upon him when he entered the wilderness. And after his initial resistance passed, he found pleasure in Andrew’s company, something he had not expected after enjoying several winters in the solitude of the deep and silent woods. Andrew had laughed off Michael’s early disapproval and his attempts at demonstrated anger. Andrew’s easy smile and his quick wit squelched every objection, like soft spring rain dousing a campfire. Michael had no choice but to give in. In a sense he relived, through Andrew’s wondering eyes, his own first gaining of independence.

They moved at a leisurely pace, once Michael felt relatively confident the Blackwoods could not follow. He doubted anyone in that family was Andrew’s equal at finding a trail and staying on it like a hound following a scent. Andrew, more farmer than Michael and more attentive to the future, had thoughtfully brought a supply of corn tied with the rest of his possibles behind his saddle. But they were to
eat sparingly of it, saving most for seed to be planted whenever and wherever they found a place to drive stakes. As Michael had usually done during his winter trapping trips, they lived mostly on whatever the land offered … squirrel and rabbit when pickings were lean, fish sometimes when they camped by a stream, venison when luck showed her warm side.

They encountered almost no people in the first days on the trail. Michael regarded this as a blessing, for he needed no one. Besides, a careless word by somebody whose path they crossed could betray them to the Blackwoods. Andrew became a little restive. He was more inclined toward sociability. “We’ve passed through some fair to middlin’ country,” Andrew offered one night as they sat beside a small burned-down campfire, roasting venison on sticks over the glowing coals. “How come there ain’t no people here to speak of?”

“This country’s still the way the Lord made it,” Michael replied. “Ain’t had no people except Injuns since the creation. Why rush to spoil it?”

“Just seems to me like this world was made for people. Don’t seem right for it to be so empty.”

“Empty?” Michael lifted the sharp stick from which a juicy piece of venison dripped fat into the fire. “We found meat here, didn’t we? There’s plenty more where it come from. This land is full of life. Just ain’t much of it human, is all. Seems to me maybe the Lord likes it thisaway, or He wouldn’t’ve given us so much of it.”

Andrew shrugged. “Everybody talks about what the Lord likes. I wonder if anybody ever asked Him?”

Michael shook his head. He had never thought of it that way.

Andrew observed, “We probably wouldn’t like what He’d say. So most people don’t ask Him. They tell Him instead.” Andrew smiled and examined his piece of venison gingerly with his fingers, for it was sizzling hot from exposure to the coals. “One thing I’ll bet He don’t like is for us to waste what-all He’s given us. Been wonderin’ about that seedcorn. Will we get to where we’re goin’ in time to plant it this season?”

Michael gave him an honest if indefinite reply. “I don’t
even know where we’re goin’, exactly. Just to wherever we find a place we like that’s got room for us.”

One place had been much on his mind of late, a land forbidden to him, one that had given him some of the grandest days of his life, sharing the sunshine of his father’s company. It had also given him the most terrible time in his memory. He found himself speaking the name aloud, though softly, as if to test the sound on his ear and see what inner reaction it might stir. “Texas.”

Nothing was wrong with Andrew’s hearing. “We goin’ to Texas?”

Michael was startled at himself, and at the question. “It’s a closed country. They kill Americans there. You don’t even want to be thinkin’ about it.”

“You’ve been thinkin’ about it ever since you came back that time without Papa. I could always tell when it was on your mind. I could see it in your eyes. I see it there now.”

Michael frowned. Andrew had a knack for perception. Maybe that was why he was such a good tracker, among his other virtues. “Like you said, I came back without Papa. I wouldn’t want to go back without you.”

“That’s been years. Maybe things have changed now.”

“I ain’t heard of nothin’ changed. There was a story in the settlement about some feller named Long who went in there just a while back. Them Spanish, they buried him. Don’t sound like their hospitality has improved much.”

“I heard he meant to take the country away from them.”

“Wouldn’t make any difference. They’ll shoot a man for bein’ an American whether he’s takin’ anything or not. We don’t need no truck with them people.”

Andrew was silent a while. Finally: “If not Texas, then where? We can’t just wander around the rest of our lives like some bird that can’t decide between north and south.”

“It ain’t a bad way to live,” Michael told him. “Papa liked it.” But he knew it was not for Andrew, not indefinitely. Andrew had much of Papa’s look about him. Studying him in the red glow of the small fire, Michael thought he probably looked very much like Papa did at that age. He had much of
Papa’s manner too. But he lacked Papa’s unquenchable wanderlust. Andrew enjoyed getting away from home and field a while at a time, then he was ready to return to a more structured way of living. In that respect he fitted somewhere between Michael and older brother Joseph. He liked to travel and to hunt, but he had no fear of a plowhandle. Sooner or later, Michael knew, he would have to find Andrew a home.

“Natchitoches,” Michael said. “Natchitoches, Louisiana. I’m thinkin’ that’s where we’ll go to first.”

“What’s at Natchitoches?”

“I don’t know. Maybe Eli Pleasant.”

“It’s been years. How do you know Eli’s even alive?”

“I don’t. But I’ve got a feelin’ in my gut that if he’s still livin’ we’ll find him around Natchitoches. He had a likin’ for the place.”

“And if we do find him, then what?”

“He knows the country. Maybe he can show us where two likely young fellers can make a place for themselves.”

There had always been opportunity on a frontier for bold men who welcomed a challenge. Michael had no concern for himself. He could live off the forest. Given his choices, he would prefer that style of life over the plow, though he knew in the long run it was not practical. Papa had done it, and he had gone hungry a lot. But Papa had been a happy man, after his fashion. The only pity was that he always went off and left a family behind to do for itself the best it was able. If Michael could, he would follow the same pattern as his father with one major exception: he would not marry as Papa had done and burden some unfortunate woman with the responsibility for farm and children.

Andrew asked a lot of questions about Natchitoches. Michael answered them to the best of his somewhat sketchy memory. His first visit, with Papa, had been short, and during his second stay he had been handicapped by his slow recovery from the wound suffered at the hands of the Spanish soldiers.

“Main thing I remember is that it was about as big a settlement as ever I saw, though Papa said he’d seen several that
was bigger. I remember there was a lot of boats on the river, people haulin’ stuff up and down and actin’ like they knew what they was doin’. But I never could tell it by listenin’ to them. They spoke French, most of them, instead of American. And there was Spanish too. Kept me tied up in a knot, tryin’ to figure out what they were talkin’ about.”

Andrew mused. “I don’t recollect that I ever heard folks talk any language but American. Must seem real funny.”

“At first, maybe. But it’s got a kind of a pleasant sound to it, once you get used to not understandin’.”

“Did you learn any French?”

“Just a few words. I’m afraid I’ve forgot them all by now.”

“Was it Marie taught them to you?”

Michael almost dropped the venison. “Who said there was somebody named Marie?”

“You did. I’ve heard you talkin’ to her in your sleep, more than once. There was a word now and then that I didn’t understand. I expect it was French.” He smiled. “Pretty language, you say? Pretty girl too, I’d bet.”

Michael grunted. “You must’ve heard me wrong. Anyway, you’re too young to know about pretty girls.”

Andrew’s smiled broadened. “You ain’t the only one who’s listened to cousin Frank.” He looked at the venison and seemed to decide it needed a little more time over the fire. “How’s that country look for farmin’?”

Michael shrugged. “Fair to middlin’. Kind of swampy, some of it. But there was good farms around Natchitoches, some big’uns, some little’uns. Mostly they’re owned by people with French names. They been traded from France to the Spanish and back to France and finally to us, till they don’t know which country they belong to, hardly. Louisiana’s like some foreign country itself compared to what we know. Me and you, we may not fit into a place like that.”

Andrew seemed intrigued, and he harbored no doubts. “We’re from Tennessee. We can hold our own anywhere.” Humor flickered in his blue eyes. “That girl Marie … she got any sisters?”

The first people they met in days turned out to be a family
on its way back to the safe and known comforts of Tennessee. They were a ragged and hungry lot, a farmer and his wife and four children, hollow-eyed and haggard, at first obviously frightened of Michael and Andrew. Some of that fear remained even after the two young men gave them a fat doe they had killed.

“You-all headin’ west?” the farmer asked, his eyes showing that he assessed any such notion as a poor idea. “We been there, plumb out past Natchitoches to the Sabine River, with Texas acrost on the other side. I’m tellin’ you, it ain’t no fit place for a Christian. The stories you hear from the people who come across the river to get away from the Spanish soldiers . . And it ain’t that much better on this side, neither. Squatters, fugitives, sinners of the meanest sort. A man’s got to watch or they’ll steal the boots off of his feet while he’s walkin’. They done cleaned us out, picked us to the bone. Wagon, plow, house goods … All we got is what you see.”

It wasn’t much … two horses, one carrying the gaunt woman and a small girl of six or seven, the other carrying a pack too small to contain much of the world’s goods. A girl in her teens and two smaller boys walked behind their father. The man said, “You’d think they’d finally leave us alone, as little as we had left, but no. Back yonder a ways we come upon some human vultures along the trail, and they taken what vittles we had left. Had to beg them not to take the horses and set the woman and the baby afoot.” He glanced at his wife, who still held her distance distrustfully from Michael and Andrew. “The way they looked at Marthy and my oldest girl, I was afraid they had even worse on their minds. I’m tellin’ you, boys, this trail is wicked. Was I you, I’d h’ist my tail and go back to where I come from as fast as my horse could carry me. That’s what we’uns are a-doin’.”

Even after the gift of the deer, the miserable little family would not stop and share camp with Michael and Andrew. With her nervous eyes the woman begged her husband to keep moving on.

Andrew watched with sympathy as they continued eastward along the dim trace. “Sounds scary the way he tells it.”


Michael said severely, “It’s always scary to them that shouldn’t’ve left home in the first place. People like that ain’t got the backbone for raw country. They ought to stay in the tidewater. Tennessee wasn’t exactly like church when Papa and Uncle Benjamin first went into it. But you didn’t see them turn around and go back. They was of stronger stuff.”

Andrew was defensive. “I didn’t mean we ought to turn around. Anywhere you go, I’m game to go with you.”

“I never doubted that. If the Lewises that went before us had listened to everybody that talked scary, we’d still be on the other side of the big water, bowin’ to some king. We don’t bow to nobody.”

But the farmer’s anxiety lingered with Michael, reminding him of the time he had followed after Papa and had run onto the robbers Patch-eye and Quint. He had heard tales of terrible deeds along the old Natchez Trace. This trace from Tennessee to Louisiana was as dim, perhaps even dimmer. People had disappeared on it, lots of people. It passed through many a long stretch darkened by the dense timber, the heavy canopy of trees that shut out the sunlight and hid the deeds of cold-blooded men. Against this, Texas by Michael’s recollection was a land of open sunlight. There, evil deeds were hidden not by the gloom of the forest but by the vastness of the land, the isolation.

The wind at their backs, Michael and Andrew failed to smell woodsmoke until suddenly they broke through a clump of timber and rode upon several men camped on the bank of a clear-running creek, their blankets spread in the sun to freshen and dry. A sizeable number of horses were staked on the grass, though it was but mid-afternoon. The nearest man sprang to his feet, bringing up a long Kentucky-style rifle and pointing it first at Andrew, then at Michael.
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MICHAEL KNEW immediately that he did not like the looks of this bunch. He stared down the rifle barrel at the man’s suspicious eyes and got a strong message that the feeling was mutual. His hand tightened on his own rifle, though he had the good judgment not to make any threatening move.

A tall man, hunkered beside a campfire, roasting a goodly chunk of venison on a crude spit, pushed warily to a stand. He strode slowly toward Michael and Andrew, giving them a long and careful study. The other men in camp formed a wedge on either side of him, all carrying their weapons. At length the man said, “Put the gun down, Jake. These boys don’t look like there’d be any harm in them.”

Jake was not in a rush about it, but he complied, lowering the rifle barrel an inch at a time while he visually inventoried the Lewises’ weapons. He had several weeks’ growth of ragged beard and did not appear to have used the waters of this creek—or any other for some time—either to bathe himself or to wash his clothes. Neither, by the look of him, had the gangling spokesman, who said, “Where you boys come from?”

Michael remembered Patch-eye and Quint. These looked as if they might be of the same caliber, and there were far
more of them. He had long since embraced a rule that the less information he gave to strangers, the better. He jerked his head toward the trail over which they had ridden. “Back yonder.”

“Where you bound for?”

Michael pointed his chin westward. “Yonderway.”

The man threatened to break into a smile. He turned to Andrew. “Are you as talkative as your friend?”

“Pretty near. We’re brothers.”

“Shows in your faces. You-all by yourselves?”

Michael shook his head quickly. “There’s a bunch just behind us.” He frowned as Andrew glanced questioningly at him. “I expect they’ll be catchin’ up to us in a little bit.”

Andrew nodded. “Just about any time now.”

The man gave Michael and Andrew another minute’s speculative study. His eyes indicated that he did not accept the story, but he offered no argument. “We’re headed the opposite direction ourselves. Been way out past Natchitoches to the Sabine River. Traded for a bunch of young horses to peddle in the settlements.”

Michael saw them, grazing near the edge of the creek. They looked like the same kind of Texas wild horses which had brought death to his father and so many others. He wondered if men had died for these. Horseflesh came at a high price sometimes.

The man said, “You mustn’t think hard of Jake for bein’ suspicious. Been some mean doin’s on this trace, and a bunch of young horses could be a temptation to men of loose character. I can tell by lookin’ that you-all ain’t of that stripe. Git down and share the Lord’s bounty with us, and welcome.”

Michael counted six men in all. The rest looked pretty much like Jake and the tall man doing the talking. He wondered if there might be others in the timber, out of sight. Even six were too many to fight, if it came to that.

He could see the hunger in Andrew’s eyes as he looked toward the venison roasting over the coals. They had encountered no game after giving theirs to the defeated family
retreating to Tennessee. But Michael considered the risk too high. He said, “Thank you kindly, but there’s considerable daylight left, and we’d best be usin’ it.”

The tall man nodded. “I reckon we are a hard-lookin’ lot to somebody who don’t know us. I don’t blame you for bein’ careful. If two sons of mine was on the trail, I’d want them to be just as cautious.”

Andrew’s eyes told Michael he would like to stay and eat. Michael frowned, silently bidding him to be quiet. He heard two of the darker-skinned men speaking softly in a foreign tongue. He thought of Texas, and the dark-faced men who had murdered his father. He shuddered from a chill that ran counter to the warm spring weather. “Much obliged, but we’ll keep travelin’.”

The spokesman appeared genuinely regretful. “As you wish. You-all keep your eyes open, just the same. There’s people loose upon the land that Ol’Lucifer wouldn’t claim.”

Michael stopped his horse in the creek to let him drink, facing him toward the camp so he could keep a watch on the men there. Andrew took the cue and did likewise, though it was clear he did not share Michael’s misgivings. “They’re rough-lookin’, sure, but I believe they’re honest. I don’t see where it would’ve hurt to’ve eaten with them.”

Michael said curtly, “If you’re wrong it might’ve been us that got eaten up instead of the venison.”

Disagreement was in Andrew’s eyes, but he accepted the older brother’s judgment as he would have accepted Mordecai’s were he still living. “I heard two of them talkin’ in words that didn’t make sense to me. Was they speakin’ French?”

“French or Spanish; I don’t know which.”

“I wonder how they know what they’re sayin’?”

Michael was glad when the horses and the pack mule were satisfied so they could put the camp behind them. Uneasiness remained with him long after the men were out of sight. At length he said, “Let’s turn out into that brush yonder.”

Andrew kept his questions bottled up. Michael rode over a matting of old leaves that retained little or no track. A hundred
feet from the trail he dismounted, rifle in his hand. He checked the powder in the pan. “Let’s set and watch a spell.”

Andrew’s eyebrows arched. “You don’t really think they’ll come after us?”

“If they do, I’d rather it was them got surprised.”

They squatted in the heavy growth of timber and waited. Michael expected pursuit to come quickly, if it was to come at all. He remembered the day at Miller’s Crossing, when Finis Blackwood had plotted to steal his pelts.

After perhaps a quarter hour Andrew loosened up and seated himself on the ground. “I don’t think anybody’s coming’.”

“Don’t be in a rush.”

But another quarter hour passed without sign of pursuit. Andrew said, “Looks to me like you saw a possum and thought it was a bear.”

Michael was weakening but not yet ready to surrender. “We’ll watch a while yet. You trust folks too much.”

“I was taught that way.”

“Out here you better teach yourself different, or somebody is apt to deliver you a lesson you won’t laugh about.”

Finally he conceded to himself, though not to Andrew, that his suspicions were probably unfounded. Hunting and trapping in the woods, he had seen lots of men who looked as rough as the ones in that camp, and he had thought little about it. But he and Andrew were beyond the settled country, beyond the protecting arm of the law. It was in his mind that the men might still follow, hoping to catch the Lewises in camp asleep where they would be easy picking. He decided to make a cold camp tonight well off the trail, where not even an Indian could find them.

“We’ll ride on,” he said. “But we’ll keep eyes in the backs of our heads.”

They rode a couple of hours. Michael could not get over the feeling of being followed. Once he thought he heard a sound and waited for a time afoot, listening, while Andrew held his sorrel horse at some distance so the animal’s sounds and the creaking of leather would not interfere. He heard
nothing more but pointed to heavy undergrowth just off the trail. “Let’s go yonder and wait a spell.”

“Again?” Andrew protested.

Michael’s voice was firm. “Again.”

Andrew’s face twisted with doubt, but he followed Michael’s lead, as he always had. He said, “I thought you had nerves like Papa. I’ve never seen you so jittered up before.”

“There’s a difference between bein’ jittered and bein’ careful. Papa was generally careful.”

They had waited only a little while when they heard horses’ hoofs. Michael glanced at his brother with a silent Told you.

He cradled the rifle in his arms so he could bring it quickly into use. Andrew, believing now, followed his example.

Michael expected the bearded horse traders, but to his surprise he saw only two men. They were not from the camp on the creek. At least, he had not seen them there. One, a huge man, was clean-shaven except for a day or two of stubble growth. The other had a moustache and short beard, more neatly trimmed than would be expected on the trail. He wore a black coat with swallowtails that split on either side of the saddle. He looked like just about every itinerant minister who had ever sought out the Lewis family over the years to take a meal or two and a night’s rest beneath a roof in return for delivering the Lord’s blessings. They looked in no way like that group of potential brigands camped on the creek.

He was considering whether to hail them or just let them pass on unaware when the pack mule Jethro brayed at the strangers’ horses. The men reined up in surprise and looked toward the source of the sound. The larger man brought up a pistol. The black-clad rider shouted, “Who’s there?” He waited a moment, then added, “We are peaceful men in the Lord’s service.”

Michael and Andrew glanced at one another. Michael remained suspicious but did not want to be.

Andrew said confidently, “The worst they’ll want to do is maybe take up collection. We ain’t got enough money on us
to make much of a clatter in a tin cup.”Without waiting for Michael’s approval, he mounted his horse and rode out.

Michael had no choice but to follow. Well, hell, Andrew was starved for company. Maybe there was no harm in this pair. He raised his right hand to show that he meant no mischief, for he could not very well use the long rifle one-handed. “Hope we didn’t scare you none. We didn’t know who you might be.”

The one who looked like a preacher gave him a quick study and said, “Bless the Lord, I thought for a minute we might have fallen into the hands of Philistines. But these look like a pair of good young Christian men.”

His companion only nodded, his half-closed eyes unreadable. He probably approached three hundred pounds, his arms bigger than most men’s thighs.

The black-clad rider extended his hand. “I am the Reverend Fairweather. This gentle giant is my friend and traveling companion, Abijah Wilkes. He was once given to the evils of drunkenness and sloth, using his great strength in brawling and bloodying his fellow man. But now he is a student of the scriptures. As, I hope, you two young gentlemen are.”

Andrew accepted the handshake. “I’m Andrew Lewis. This tall, silent feller is my brother Michael. We’ve had a little churchin’ now and again, when a preacher come around. Not near enough, though, I’m bound to say.”

“So long as the heart is in the right place and the feet set upon a path of righteousness, I am sure the Lord is pleased.” Fairweather gave Michael and Andrew a long appraisal, less critical than the one they had received at the creek. “I hope you will forgive our nervousness. We came across a rather disreputable group of men back along the trail. To be honest, we feared for our lives. I feel that had God not been watching over us, we might now be in His company and our meager possessions in the hands of blackguards.”

Andrew said, “We seen the same bunch. The vittles they was fixin’ sure did smell good, but Michael thought they looked worrisome.”


Michael said, “Out here it pays to be cautious.” He thought Fairweather looked all right, but he would not have wanted to meet the big man Wilkes alone on some dark and lonely trail.

Fairweather nodded. “I suppose they saw nothing worth the taking in such a poor pair as I and Brother Wilkes. They are waiting for larger game. But I would not be surprised if they decided to follow us and catch us in camp.”

“Same thought that came to me,” Michael said. “That’s why we went to the timber. We thought you might be them.”

“A prudent response. I say, young gentlemen, would you mind if we ride along with you for a time? They might be less disposed to bother four of us.”

Michael was hesitant. “Well …” He had reservations about having to listen to Brother Fairweather’s preaching. Michael had sneaked out of many a prayer meeting and had taken to the woods to escape the pungent smell of hellfire and brimstone as some minister beat with all his might upon the doors of the devil’s lair.

Without asking Michael, Andrew said, “We’d be tickled to have you.”

Fairweather glanced behind him. “Then I’d suggest we make some distance while the Lord’s good sunshine still blesses us. One never knows what mischief Satan may plant in evil minds.”

They rode along at a steady pace that was not a challenge to the horses. Fairweather talked a great deal. Michael supposed he was glad to have a new audience, for Abijah Wilkes seemed not to be listening; he had probably heard all these stories too many times. Michael thought it might even be possible that Wilkes had been cheated in the matter of brains even as he had been overly blessed in the matter of size and muscle. He had seen people like that, unusually strong in body but weak in mind. Luke Blackwood, for one.

Fairweather talked of the government in Washington, of turmoil in Mexico, of Thomas Jefferson and the Louisiana Purchase by which the United States had acquired a huge block of land west of the Mississippi from the French emperor
Napoleon. He declared, “It is now God’s plan for Americans to go forth into this great land and multiply. It is this nation’s manifest destiny to spread from sea to sea, with God’s blessing to guide us.”

Michael caught a questioning expression from his younger brother. He remembered what Andrew had said about people who knew just what God wanted.

Andrew asked with an air of mischief, “Have you spoken to God about this?”

“Many times,” Fairweather replied firmly.

“And has He answered you back?”

Fairweather gave Andrew a sharp glance. “Not in words such as yours and mine. He speaks in whispers that do not depend upon the ear but go directly to the mind and the heart.”

To shift the conversation from this touchy ground Michael asked Fairweather how much of the country he had seen. The man in black expounded at length.

“I have traveled the highways, and I have traveled the dark and narrow traces. I have found God and Satan in eternal conflict wherever I go. Sometimes it seems a most one-sided fight, weighted in Satan’s favor. But we of the faith must lend our sinews to aid the Lord to final victory. Is that not so, young gentlemen?”

Michael supposed it was. Andrew asked dryly, “What do you do when Satan wins anyway?”

“Why, one does not give up. One continues to fight no matter the odds. One keeps his faith, like Jonah in the lions’ den.”

Andrew blinked in surprise and gave Michael a knowing look. “I thought that was Daniel.”

Fairweather seemed not even to notice, for he was swept along on the strong tide of his subject. “The final victory will be that of the righteous, have no fear. It is written in the Book of Truth.” He reached into his saddlebag and drew out a heavy volume bound in black leather. He slapped it soundly with the palm of his hand. “Every mystery of life is explained herein. With this as our fortress we need have no fear.”


Andrew said no more. He stared a while at Fairweather, then at Wilkes, who sat slumped like a sack of grain on his big plodding brown horse. Though Michael was hardly a student of the Bible, he knew Andrew was right about it being Daniel in the lions’ den; he had heard his mother use that story as an illustration of never giving up hope. Jonah was in some other story. A fisherman, maybe. At least, it seemed like he had something to do with fish.

Wilkes said nothing. He stared ahead with hooded eyes.

Andrew gradually dropped back, bringing up the rear behind Michael and the other two. He held his rifle across his lap as if he were watching for a deer to make their supper. But Michael discerned that he was actually watching Fairweather and Wilkes. It was the first time Michael had seen Andrew looking genuinely worried since they had started their trip.

Fairweather looked behind him often. He said he was uneasy about the men back at the creek; they could be following, hoping to set upon this little group by surprise at the night’s camp. He suggested they stop before dark, fix a quick supper, then move on farther and make a dry, cold camp well off the trail. Michael readily agreed, for that had been his own plan.

They managed to shoot a couple of squirrels. These were to be their supper, along with some hardtack that Fairweather said he carried with him. While Michael and Andrew prepared the squirrels for cooking, Fairweather and Wilkes went out to open their pack. Wilkes chopped wood with a short-handled ax.

Andrew took the opportunity to say quietly, “I made a bad mistake, Michael, invitin’ them to go along with us. That man is a liar. He’s no more preacher than me and you.”

Michael already had the same feeling, but he asked, “How do you know?”

“No preacher would’ve got Daniel and Jonah mixed up. He’d just as well’ve forgotten about Adam and Eve.”

Michael frowned, watching the two men out by the horses. “Don’t blame yourself too much. He sounds like a
preacher, and he’s got a preacher face. But he’s got liar’s eyes.”

“I ought to’ve seen that a lot sooner than I did.”

Michael grimaced. “You’re learnin’, little brother. But we’re stuck with them both. Best we can do now is to keep our eyes open till we’re well shed of them.”

Fairweather said grace, and they had their supper. Afterward they rode on until full dark, departing from the trail a while before they stopped to camp. Fairweather was still talking as they rolled out their blankets. Andrew spread his own closer than usual to Michael’s. Michael noticed that Andrew never let his gaze stray far from Fairweather and Wilkes.

Andrew was learning.

Michael spoke hardly above a whisper. “We’ll think up some excuse to let them go their own way tomorrow. We’ll tell them we want to bide a while and do some huntin’.”

Andrew said dryly, “I got a bad feelin’ that it’s them doin’ the huntin’.”

“Then we’d better neither one of us go to sleep.”

In a little while Michael thought he could hear one of the men, probably Fairweather, begin to snore softly. At another time and place that might have lulled Michael off to sleep as well, but he was wide awake. He turned in his blanket to look at his brother. Andrew’s eyes were open.

Even if they were wrong—maybe Fairweather was simply not a very good preacher—Michael was glad they would part from him and Wilkes tomorrow. Michael had already had more than enough of the man’s constant talk. Come to a fight with any brigands they might meet down the trail, a preacher like Fairweather probably wouldn’t be much help. As for Wilkes, Michael hadn’t heard the man say twenty words. His eyes seemed half closed most of the time, hiding whatever might be running through the mind that worked behind them. If there was a mind. Wilkes’s bovine manner left room for doubt

Michael always slept with his rifle beneath his blanket to protect it from the night dew. He lay with one hand on it, and the feeling gave him comfort.


He thought about the home he had left behind, about Mordecai and his mother, about Uncle Benjamin, about the brothers and sisters and cousins he might never see again. He thought about Natchitoches, still ahead, remembering the bustling boat town it had been the last time he saw it. Unbidden, the dark-haired, dark-eyed Marie Villaret invaded his thoughts. Grown up and married by now, likely, with two babies in the crib and another on the way.

Andrew gave him a sharp nudge.

Two vague shapes moved silently toward them in the night’s darkness. The larger of the pair came to the edge of Andrew’s blankets. Michael knew it was Wilkes. He saw the man raise both hands, and he saw the blade of the short-handled ax outlined against the night sky.

Michael shouted, “Andrew! Move!” He jammed the stock of the rifle against his shoulder. There was no time to aim, nor light to see the front sight. He just brought the muzzle up and squeezed the trigger. His rifle spat a lance of flame from its long barrel.
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OVER THE echoing of the gunshot through the timber, Michael heard Wilkes cry out. Wilkes dropped the ax, folded his arms across his broad belly and sank to his knees, groaning. Fairweather had a rifle, and he fired it in haste. The flash blinded Michael for a moment. He was not hit, and he surmised that Andrew was not either, for Andrew brought his own rifle to his shoulder and fired back. Michael heard a curse that should never have come from a preacher’s mouth, and an angry voice calling down the wrath of the Lord. Footsteps hurried toward the place where they had staked their horses. In a moment he heard hoofbeats and a slapping of tree branches as Fairweather rode headlong through the timber, getting away.

Andrew knelt beside the fallen Wilkes and demanded half in anger, half in pity, “Why? What’ve we got that’s worth killin’ for?” His voice trembled.

Michael said brittlely, “Two horses, a mule, two rifles. People like this ain’t greedy. They’ll kill you for a little of nothing’.”

Wilkes was a while in dying, for he had taken Michael’s bullet in his stomach. He spoke more words in his agony than Michael had heard from him since they had met. Most were curses called down upon Michael for shooting him and
upon Fairweather for running off and leaving him. Michael found himself shaking like Andrew in the aftermath of violence. It had been too much like Texas.

Regret was in Andrew’s voice. “Ain’t there anything we can do to help him?”

Michael said curtly, “He was fixin’ to split you wide open with that ax. Now you want to help him.”

“It just don’t seem right to stand here and watch him die like some animal.”

“He is an animal. If you’ve got to pity somebody, think about the people he’s probably already killed the way he was fixin’ to kill you.”

When Wilkes at last went still, Michael and Andrew retreated to the horses. Fairweather’s was gone. The man’s saddle lay on the ground. In his haste to get away he had ridden off bareback.

Michael considered gravely. “All he’s got is his rifle and maybe his powderhorn. He’ll be comin’ back to get what he can.”

Andrew shuddered. “I’d as soon not to be here.”

“We’ll make it hard for him to find us. We’ll go farther into the woods.” They saddled the horses, including Wilkes’s, to leave as little as possible for Fairweather to find and use against them. They left his saddle, for it would have been a burden to them anyway. Andrew picked up Wilkes’s ax and tied it on Jethro’s pack.

They rode perhaps a half mile in the darkness. They slipped the saddles to the ground, staked the horses, and sat down to wait out the rest of the night, one facing one direction, one the other, so Fairweather would have less chance of slipping up on them. Neither had any wish to sleep. Michael’s stomach was in a turmoil. The sudden flash of guns, the stench of black powder, had set loose nightmarish memories.

Andrew asked huskily, “You feelin’ all right, Michael?”

“Middlin’. How about you?”

“I’m kind of poorly in my stomach. Feels like everything wants to come up.”


Michael remembered his own reaction to the deaths of Quint and Patch-eye. He could empathize with his brother. “You never been shot at before.”

“Does it get easier after the first time?”

“I don’t expect it ever gets easier.”

He listened all night for sounds that might be Fairweather trying to find them. All he heard was his and Andrew’s breathing and occasional movement of the horses on their tethers. After the seemingly interminable darkness, he welcomed the first signs of daylight. His stomach was still unsettled, the original upset now worsened by loss of sleep.

Andrew pushed shakily to his feet. He had not slept either. He asked, “We leavin’?”

“I sure got no taste for any breakfast. I want to put this place as far behind us as we can.”

Andrew frowned. “But we can’t just go off and leave Wilkes layin’ back yonder.”

“He‘d’ve left us without lookin’ back. Besides, Fairweather might be there waitin’ for us. Let him do the buryin’. And the preachin’ too, if there’s to be any.”

Andrew shrugged, still troubled but bowing to Michael’s judgment. “You reckon I hit him?”

“If you did, it didn’t slow him down much.”

“I kind of hope I didn’t. I’d hate to have a man’s blood on my hands. Don’t it bother you, knowin’ you killed Wilkes?”

Michael examined his conscience and found no guilt. “No more than if I’d shot a sheep-killin’ dog.”

Andrew went to their pack, where they had dropped it on the ground in the darkness. “We gathered up in sort of a hurry last night. Looks like we got Fairweather’s saddlebags along with everything else.” He lifted them for Michael to see, then opened the pouch on one side. He took out the black-bound Bible Fairweather had shown them. He opened it and silently read an inscription on the first inside page. Brow creased, he asked, “How old would you guess Fairweather to be?”

Michael pondered. “Forty, maybe. Man that old, it’s hard to tell.”


Andrew ran his finger along the lines, reading aloud. “Given to the Reverend Lemuel Fairweather by his loving mother and father on his twenty-fourth birthday, June the 25th in this year of our Lord 1818. May its words light the path of righteousness for him that he may faithfully serve the Lord.” He looked up questioningly. “That’s way too young to’ve been the Fairweather we met.”

Grimly Michael replied, “I’d reckon there was a Reverend Fairweather. The man we met robbed him. Killed him too, more than likely. He took the name and played the preacher so he could put people off their guard, like he tried to do with us.” He shuddered. It had worked, for a while.

Andrew said, “It’s a good thing he put Jonah in the lions’ den instead of in the belly of the whale. Else we might not’ve figured out there was somethin’ wrong about him.”

“You figured it out. I didn’t know where Jonah belonged.”

Andrew managed a thin smile as he patted the cover of the Bible. “That’s because every time there was preachin’ done, and readin’ from the Book, you slipped out and went huntin’.”

They saddled and packed their horses and the mule. Andrew gave Wilkes’s horse a critical study. “Reckon we ought to take him along? We might come up needin’ an extra one.”

Michael had no compunctions against taking a dead man’s horse, especially a man who had intended to kill them. But he saw a troublesome possibility. “Wilkes stole him, more than likely. May even’ve killed for him. If somebody was to recognize that horse it’d put us in a ticklish place.”

They took what they thought they could use from Wilkes’s belongings, which wasn’t much, and left the rest lying on the ground. The horse followed them a while despite their best efforts to turn him back.

“Damn fool animal could get us hung,” Michael gritted.

But after a time they reached a big green meadow, and the horse stopped to graze. Michael and Andrew left him there, contented. Horses had a homing instinct. This one might eventually drift back to where he had originally come from,
if it was not too far. If he did not, this was as good a country as any for a horse to get along by himself.

They rode in a moody silence. Finally Michael said, “Now ain’t you glad you followed after me?”

Andrew thought about it. “I’m sorry about what happened back there, but I’m not sorry I came. There’s a lot I can learn from you, Michael.”

A little warmth came to Michael, helping offset the sourness in his stomach. “Maybe we can learn a lot from one another.”

Andrew gradually began to regain his happy demeanor. He began to take notice of the country through which they traveled. He would point out what he considered a likely place to put up a cabin, to drop a plowpoint into the sod. “There’s a plenty of good land here, Michael. Soil looks rich. We could do a lot worse than help ourselves to some of it before the big rush starts.”

Michael was more concerned about Fairweather than about locating good farmland. “We ain’t hardly even got our trip started yet.”

If he had been so inclined, Michael might have admitted that Andrew was right. But some deep urge drew him westward, toward a distant land he had seen once before. Others would stop here and make this into a home, eventually. They would plow up these meadows and cut down the forests and transform the land as nearly as possible into their own personal images of the places they had come from. That, he knew, was what Andrew would do. But Michael liked it the way he saw it. It would change, probably soon, and he did not think he would care to see it then.

He said, “We’d better not go back to the marked trail for a while. That Fairweather may hold a grudge.”

Andrew did not protest, but he asked pointedly, “You sure you won’t get us lost?”

“We know the general direction of the trail. Long as we travel the same way, we can always find it again by takin’ a straight line to the north.”

By the second day he was beginning to wonder which
might be worse, running headlong into Fairweather or continuing to fight the canebrakes and the deadfall timber that taxed their animals almost to the limits of endurance. The pack mule stumbled and fell, trying to pick its way across two fallen trees. The impact broke the short handle of Wilkes’s ax tied on the pack.

Andrew said dryly, “At this rate we ought to reach Natchitoches before winter. Winter of next year.”

“At least we’ll reach it,” Michael responded sharply, “without one of us gettin’ Fairweather’s bullet in our back. You’re already seen that this is a dangerous country. I don’t understand how you can be makin’ jokes.”

“Beats cryin’.”

By the third day both horses had their legs skinned, and the mule was putting up so much resistance Michael literally had to drag him across some rough places while Andrew rode behind him, applying the end of a rope smartly across the rump. Andrew said, “If we cripple our horses we’ll never get there.”

Michael grumped, “If you want to turn back …” But he knew Andrew was right. It was better to face the possibility of another fight with Fairweather—or whatever his name was—than to continue this hard struggle, perhaps losing their horses. Without saying anything more, he turned northward. Andrew accepted his little victory in discreet silence while Michael spoke to the recalcitrant mule Jethro in somewhat less than endearing terms.

It took longer than Michael expected to intersect the trail. The animals were worn out, the brothers were exhausted, and Michael deemed it wise to make camp.

Andrew stared at the ground. “Wagons,” he said with some surprise. “Somebody’s brought wagons along here.”

The tracks showed wide iron rims, cutting deeply into the soft ground. The wagons were heavily loaded, possibly carrying freight. Michael commented, “I’ll bet those folks’ve had hell. This trail is too rough for wagons.”

Andrew got down and examined the tracks closely. “Maybe so, but there’s two wagons, I’d make it. Fresh
tracks.” He nudged horse droppings with the toe of his boot. “Probably made this afternoon sometime. If we was to keep ridin’, we’d probably catch up to them pretty soon.”

Michael frowned. “Why would we want to do that?”

“Company. Besides, the more of us there are, the less chance there’d be of Fairweather tryin’ anything.”

Michael had an old aversion to dependence upon others, and it welled up stubbornly. “We’ve done all right by ourselves. Remember what happened when we joined up with Fairweather.”

Andrew had had his say. He bowed to Michael’s judgment without arguing, though his face betrayed disappointment. “They’re bound to be travelin’ slower than we are. We’ll overtake them tomorrow.”

“We’ll say howdy-do, then go on our way,” Michael declared. “We don’t want to be held back by any slow-movin’ wagons.”

Gray clouds began rolling in just before dark. Smelling rain, Michael and Andrew spread a pack cover between two trees as a makeshift substitute for a tent. They ate a meager supper before the storm began, then huddled beneath the small shelter while rain pelted the canvas. It dripped through in places, and after a while runoff water began coursing around the brothers. They slept in spite of their dampened bedding, for both were bone-weary. Michael did not worry about standing guard. If Fairweather was half as smart as Michael thought he was, he would not be moving in all this rain.

The rain stopped at dawn, and the sun burst bright and warm through breaking clouds. Andrew started a breakfast of roasted squirrel over a small fire made from dry wood they had sheltered beneath their blankets through the night. Michael saw after the animals, which had enjoyed no shelter at all. He could arouse no compassion for the mule, but he felt sorry for the horses. He told Andrew, “We’ll stay in camp a while this mornin’. It’ll give the stock a chance to graze and our beddin’ time to dry out.”

“We won’t catch up to the wagons.”


“Muddy as it is, them wagons won’t be travelin’ far. Told you anyway, we’ll just say howdy and go on.”

“I heard you,” Andrew replied crisply. “I was just thinkin’ that maybe with wagons they’ve got somethin’ better to eat than squirrel.”

“A man can live all right on squirrel. I’ve seen the time I’ve done on a sight less.”

They did not talk much all morning. Michael staked the animals out to graze while Andrew spread their blankets in the sunshine. Andrew stayed in camp. Michael walked out into the woods to see if he might scare up some game. He was about to call the venture a loss when he came upon several deer grazing at the edge of a tiny clearing and brought down a doe. He gutted her and packed the carcass into camp on his shoulder. He dropped it on the ground beside his brother.

“There,” he said. “You can give the squirrels a little rest.”

Andrew grunted. “Now, if we just had us some bread to go with it …”

Michael sighed in resignation. Andrew seldom argued in any belligerent way. He just kept gnawing until a person gave up. “Your wagon people probably ain’t even got squirrel. But if it’ll comfort you to find out, we’ll likely overtake them before dark.”

It was past midafternoon when they came upon the place where the wagons had been camped overnight. Gray ashes were cold in a shallow pit, and the ruts cut by the wagons went much deeper into the muddy ground than they had the day before. Andrew got down and went over the sign with a great deal of interest. “Two wagons,” he said, “just like I guessed. Can’t tell for sure about the people. Three or four, I’d expect, from the looks of the tracks.”

Michael let Andrew do the inspection; that was what he was best at. “Families, you reckon?”

“Footprints all look grown-sized.” Andrew made a second inspection of the cold firepit and kicked something he found lying on the ground. He looked disappointed.

Michael asked, “What is it?”


Andrew answered reluctantly, “Squirrel skins.”

It was the first time all day that Michael had found anything to smile about.

Deep tracks showed that the wagons and their teams were laboring heavily. Boot tracks, driven inches into the mud, told of people putting their shoulders to the rear wheels to help push the vehicles out of places where water had stood and the earth seemed to have no bottom. Michael said, “They’ll get tired of this by and by, and make camp until things dry up.”

Late in the afternoon they heard distant shouting. The pattern was that of men urging a team to pull. Michael’s smile came back, momentarily. “Sounds like work. You sure you want to ride up and get acquainted?”

“Sounds like the folks might welcome a little help.”

“And feed you squirrel for supper. But come on, let’s see.”

It was as he expected. He saw two canvas-covered wagons ahead. The team had been unhooked from the second and hitched onto the first wagon to augment its own. The lead wagon was mired in the edge of a creek, its front wheels out of sight in the running water, its rear wheels sunk to the hubs in the muddy bank. He saw four people. A horsebacker was beside the lead team, urging it to pull. Two men were at the rear wheels, tugging, trying to get them to turn. A heavy woman pushed against the endgate. These three were black. Slaves, Michael figured, to the man on the horse.

Michael said to his brother, “Remember, it was your idea.” He stepped down and tied his horse. Andrew followed suit. The black man on the right rear wheel smiled broadly when he saw help coming. Michael judged him to be approaching middle age, or already there. The woman appeared to be of roughly the same years. The other black was a boy in his middle teens.

The rider turned just long enough to acknowledge the help, then set about urging the teams to a stronger effort. Michael gripped a wagon spoke and gave it all the push he could muster. The wheel turned just a little, then rolled back. They tried again, with the same lack of success. Michael
straightened to catch his breath. The rider had left the team and was returning.

Michael said, “I’m sorry, mister, but it looks to me like we’ll have to take off part of the load before it’ll come out of this hole.”

The reply was brusque. “The hell you say!”

Michael glanced at Andrew in surprise. His brother broke into a grin.

The horsebacker was a woman.
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MICHAEL BLINKED in disbelief at the rider. Not only was she a woman, wearing a man’s trousers considerably too large for her, but she was a young woman. Her face was half covered by mud, spattered freely in her attempts to move the wagon. Even so, he could see enough to guess she was still in her twenties. And he could see that she did not appreciate his incredulous staring; there was work to be done. But a woman out here so far from settled country, accompanied only by three slaves … it didn’t seem a likely thing at all.

He asked her, “Where’s the rest of your bunch, ma’am?”

He sensed that he had touched a raw nerve. She said crisply, “Count us. You see all there is, right here in front of you.”

Michael looked at the lead wagon, then back at the other, its tongue lowered to the ground. Its team had been unhooked and taken to help pull the first one across the creek. “You can’t be here all by yourself. A woman?”

She bristled. “Why not? I’ve made out for myself most of my born life. Anyway, I’ve got Marcus here, and Nellie, and Isham can do a man’s work when it’s needful. We’ve come a long ways. We can go the rest of it.”

“It just don’t seem a proper thing …”

“For a woman to do a man’s work? I had a man. I did my
work and most of his too. I’m gettin’ along real well without him, thank you. I can get along without you too, if you’re of a mind to give advice that ain’t been asked for.”

Michael was caught without an answer. Grinning, Andrew said, “Ma‘am, we wouldn’t think of leavin’ you in this fix. You just tell us what you want done, and don’t pay any attention to my big brother. He got kicked in the head by a mule when he was a baby. He’s still mad about it.”

Andrew’s humor seemed to take the edge from the woman’s resentment. She said in a gentler voice, “We’ll have to move some of the load off of the wagon.”

Michael had suggested the same thing, but to remind her might only stir her to another speech. He climbed onto the endgate and untied the wagonsheet. He was surprised to see many wooden barrels, neatly stacked and lashed down with rope. “What’s this? Gunpowder?”

She volunteered, “More potent than that. It’s whiskey. As good as Kentucky ever sent out to a thirsty world.” A little of defiance returned to her voice. “You see somethin’ the matter with it?”

“I just expected household goods and such as that. I never figured to see a woman haulin’ sippin’-whiskey.”

“The people that drink it, they don’t care who brought it. Now, are you helpin’ or watchin’?”

Michael and Andrew worked together to worry a barrel to the ground. The black man Marcus outweighed either of them by a hundred pounds and had muscles like a bull. Shortly the men and the boy Isham, big for his age, had the wagon half-emptied.

The woman said, “Maybe that’s enough. Every barrel we unload, somebody’s got to tote across the creek afoot.”

She rode back to the lead team. The four men tugged at the rear wheels. The black woman, almost as hefty as Marcus, pushed with her shoulder against the endgate. The wheels rocked tentatively forward and back, then the horses took hold and pulled the wagon across. The men kept pushing to maintain the momentum. Michael came out on the other side soaked to the waist and spattered with mud. Big
Marcus and young Isham unhitched both teams, leading them back across for the second wagon. Michael suggested they might have to unload that one too.

The woman had her own notion. “We’ll try with the whole load first. We taken the other one in too slow and got it stuck. This time we’ll go in a-runnin’ like hell and see if we can make it across before the mud has a chance to grab ahold.”

She climbed to the wagon seat, popped the whip, and squalled like a wildcat. The doubled team hit the water in a long trot. The wagon lurched once, seemed about to stop, then broke free and came up on the far bank, trailing water from the wheels and the bottom of the wagon bed. The men kept pushing until it reached level ground.

Michael slumped forward, hands on his knees, and gasped for breath. But he took satisfaction from the accomplishment. The exertion had set his blood into a rush, and it brought a peculiar exhilaration he had not expected. He laughed aloud.

The woman sawed the lines and whoaed the team. The animals heaved from the hard pull. She climbed down and took a long look at the second wagon. Standing, its wheels sank several inches into the rain-softened ground. Reluctantly she declared, “We’d just as leave stop here a day or two till the ground dries some. Else we’ll be doin’ this at every frog-pond we come to.”

Andrew offered, “It’ll put more age on the whiskey.”

If she found any humor in the remark, she did not show it. She had business on her mind. She told the black man, “Marcus, we got to go back and fetch them other barrels.”

“Yes’m,” he replied, and jerked his head at the boy Isham. They bore a considerable resemblance. Michael assumed the lad was Marcus’s son.

The woman turned to Michael and Andrew. “I do appreciate you- all’s pitchin’ in to get the wagons over. If you was of a mind to stay, Nellie’s a good cook. We’ll have somethin’ to eat after a while.”

Michael was torn between curiosity over this woman and doubt as to whether he wanted to risk having to put up with
any more of her sharp tongue. While he pondered an answer, Andrew put in, “Supper sounds real good to us. And while we wait, we got nothin’ better to do than help with them barrels.”

The matter taken out of his hands, Michael went along with it. Out of the woman’s hearing, however, he reminded his brother, “I thought I was makin’ the decisions.”

“You are. I just wanted to be sure you made the right one,” Andrew said blandly. “I sure would admire to eat a woman-cooked meal.”

“Apt to be just squirrel.”

“I was fixin’ to offer them that doe we shot.”

“That’ll put us back to squirrel tomorrow, when we go on.”

“At least we’ll eat good tonight. Hard work gives me a fearsome appetite.” Andrew’s gaze went to the woman. She was unharnessing the teams while black Nellie started a fire with dry wood she evidently had kept protected in one of the wagons.

Michael suspected his brother’s interest was in more than a good meal. At nearly twenty, Andrew was noticing things, like women. Michael pointed out, “She’s some older than you.”

“No harm in just lookin’. She don’t hurt my eyes a bit.”

“That’s probably what Samson said, before his haircut.”

“She look anything like that girl Marie?”

“I don’t know who you’re talkin’ about.”

They stored the barrels back in the wagon they had come from. Wet to the skin anyway, Michael walked out into the stream and soaked much of the mud from his clothes. The woman ventured into the water. She washed the mud from her face and out of her light brown hair, which reached almost to her waist when she let it down. Michael could not help but stare. He had always admired long hair on a woman. She offered, “Nellie’ll rinse out them clothes for you if you want her to.”

Michael shook his head. “They’d be dirty again by tomorrow. Travelin’ ain’t much for clean.”

She smiled for the first time. It was a pleasant change. “That bothered me when we first started out. But I got over it.”

Looking at her now, he found her handsomer than he had
first supposed, and younger. But her blue eyes hinted at long, hard experience and more than a little cynicism. He surmised that life had not offered her much in the way of comforts. For whatever it had given, it had exacted a price.

She said, “I don’t believe I heard your name.”

“I never had time to give it. I’m Michael Lewis. That yonder is my brother Andrew.”

She stuck her hand out like a man. “I’m Sally Boone. Out of Kentuck. No kin to Daniel, that I know of.”

“Daniel who?”

“Never mind. I don’t reckon he’s much heard of except where I come from. Where you and your brother headed?”

“Natchitoches, to start. After that, ain’t much tellin’. Maybe Texas eventually, if things go right.”

She considered a moment. “Folks talk like Texas is a right smart of a place. But it don’t welcome foreigners.”

“That’s the truth,” he replied, frowning as dark memories came, unwanted. “But maybe it won’t always be like that.”




 THE BLACK woman was every bit as good a cook as Sally Boone had built her up to be; or perhaps it was that Michael had been on the trail so long, eating meat roasted on a stick and poke salads when they could find the greens for them. He hadn’t eaten cornbread or pone in some time now; he and Andrew had agreed to preserve the corn for planting, if and when they found a likely place to put it in the ground.

Michael sat back in the evening’s fading light and ate a second plate of beans that Nellie had made a day or two earlier and reheated by hanging the pot from a steel bar over the fire. He had a strong sense of being stared at. His gaze went to Sally Boone. He found her blue eyes fixed boldly on him, examining him critically from his head down his body and all the way to his feet. He had the uneasy notion she was sizing him up like she was buying a stud horse or a bull or some such.

She went to one of the wagons and came back with a jug. “Try this,” she said, handing it to Michael. “See if I lied about the quality of them barrels.”


Michael tipped the jug and took a long swallow. He gave it time to warm his stomach before he passed it over to Andrew. He wasn’t sure how much whiskey his brother had ever tasted, but Andrew was a man now, pretty near. Andrew sampled it approvingly and handed the jug back to Sally. She took a small drink and offered it to Michael again. He shook his head. “One drink at a time. Too much gives a man notions he can’t live up to.”

She stoppered the jug and placed it back in the wagon. “Then you’re different from most of the men I ever knew. My man Cephus, now, he‘d’ve drunk up both wagons if I’d’ve let him.” She grimaced. The memory was evidently painful. She sat down again and gave Michael another long, silent study. “You-all in a hurry about gettin’ to wherever you’re goin’?”

“We’ve got some seedcorn needs plantin’.”

“By the time you get settled the plantin’ season’ll be over with till next year, more’n likely. I was wonderin’ if you-all would want to ride along with us? Seems to me like you’re both well taken with Nellie’s cookin’.”

Andrew put in, “It’s mighty good.” He looked hopefully at Michael.

Michael’s gaze went to the wagons. They would be slow. And God knew how many mudholes still lay ahead. He could see himself pushing muddy wagons all the way to Natchitoches. “It’s a kind offer, ma’am. But …”

“Nothin’ kind about it. You’d be useful to us. And Nellie’s cookin’d put some meat back on your bones. Way you’re goin’ now you’ll both be lookin’ like scarecrows pretty soon. A strong wind might blow you plumb back to where you come from.”

Michael saw that Andrew was itching to accept the offer. But an ingrained stubbornness made him resist. He had always been most comfortable alone or with one or two he knew well, like cousin Frank or his brother. Granted that Sally Boone was not hard to look at and the black woman was a good cook, they were still strangers.

“We’ll have to study on it.” He tried with his eyes to tell Andrew to keep his mouth shut.


She shrugged. “I’ll not beg you. I’ll not even ask again.”

Independent, she was. She had already told him she didn’t need a man’s help, almost to the point of making a challenge of it. He supposed she was trying to prove something. A man could get awfully tired being around a woman who always had to prove she was as much a man as he was. He wondered about the man she said she used to have. Life must have been a trial for him.

He said, “That Cephus you talked about … your husband. What did he die of?”

“I told you he was my man. I didn’t say he was my husband.”

“I just took that for granted.”

“Don’t ever take nothin’ for granted except death and crooked politicians. Life is full of surprises, and damned few of them are good news. Especially the men.”

“I’ve known a lot of good men.”

“You never saw them from my side of the bed. Even the preachers don’t always follow the Good Book.”

His jaw dropped in sudden suspicion. “Preachers? How come you to mention preachers?”

“There was one came up on us yesterday. Called himself a preacher, anyway. Done a lot of talkin’ about redemption. Prayed loud and long for our safe delivery. A little bit of that preachifyin’ always went a long ways with me. Then he got to takin’ more interest in what we had in the wagons than I thought a Bible-thumper ought to. Sanctimonious damned hypocrite, is what he was: I had to threaten him with my whip.”

Michael felt his stomach start to knot. “He didn’t call himself Fairweather, did he?”

She gave him a look of surprise. “Why yes, he did. You know him?”

“We had some business with him a ways back.”

She seemed to read a lot into what he did not say. She commented shrewdly, “I figured him for a fraud. Nobody hollers at the Lord that loud.”

“He’d’ve murdered you for what’s in them wagons.”


Her voice went harsh. “He’d’ve found Sally Boone hard to kill. It’s been tried.”

It was difficult for him to imagine even Fairweather killing a handsome young woman like this. Those blue eyes ought to be enough to stop anybody. “Won’t hurt to be watchful, in case he was to come back.”

“Ain’t likely. I told him if I ever seen him come up to my wagons again I’d pop his eyes out with my whip. I proved to him I could do it. I laid the business end right where his britches stretched the tightest.”

She’d probably do it to me eventually, if I stayed around her long enough, he thought.

He said, “Just the same, you’ll want to watch out.”

As darkness came, Michael kept noticing the horses fidgeting where they were staked. It was probably just that his and Andrew’s were strangers to the Boone teams. Horses tended to be clannish, often slow to accept newcomers. The pack mule barely tolerated Michael’s and Andrew’s mounts even after all this time and showed no inclination to meet the others on any terms except out-and-out hostility.

The fidgeting and occasional squealing continued long after Michael had crawled into his blankets. He reasoned that the trouble was simply between the horses, but there was always a chance some predator was prowling around out there and keeping the animals stirred up. Grumbling under his breath, he put on his boots and took his clothes, blankets, and rifle out where the horses were. He addressed a few quiet but stern admonitions to the animals, especially Jethro, and respread his blankets.

He lay awake, listening. If it were a bear or a panther, his presence ought to be enough to keep it away.

After a while he heard a rustle of grass. Tensing, he grasped the rifle until a woman’s voice asked quietly, “They still restless?”

In the pale moonlight he saw that Sally Boone had a blanket wrapped around her, and the jug hung loosely from one finger. She said, “Seen you move out here. I been as restless as the horses.”


“They’ve settled down,” he said “You don’t need to worry.”

She handed him the jug. “I wasn’t worried. Just couldn’t sleep. Thought we might talk a little.”

“What about?”

“Don’t matter. Who you are, where you come from. Anything that passes the time.”

She seated herself on the edge of his blanket, holding her own blanket around her with one hand. He said, “Where I come from, there’d be plenty of talkin’ done if anybody saw us together out here thisaway, in the middle of the night.”

“We ain’t where you come from. Anyway, people’ve been talkin’ about me since I was fifteen years old. Talk never bruised me or broke my bones.”

He sipped sparingly from the jug, then watched her raise it. She stoppered it after one drink. He could not imagine his mother ever drinking out of a jug; he could not imagine many of the women he ever knew doing so, though he had seen a few do it around the dramshops. They were not women of high repute.

He asked her straight out, “How come you to have two wagonloads of whiskey?”

“To sell and make a profit. That’s what this country’s all about.” Defensively she added, “I didn’t steal it, if that’s what you’re wonderin’. It’s mine, bought and paid for.”

“Just don’t seem a likely thing for a woman, is all.”

“I wasn’t raised in no likely way. Wasn’t raised at all, you might say. Just come up on my own.”

“How so?”

“Never did know who my daddy was. Folks sort of whispered about that, like he was probably a married man or somethin’. My mother’s folks, they run her off, and she was workin’ for a barkeeper when I come along. She died when I was three or four years old. Her folks wouldn’t have nothin’ to do with me, so I got shoved off on first one and then another. Growed up around barrooms mostly, and sometimes worse, takin’ what people felt like givin’ me till I got old enough to take what I wanted.

“Finally wound up with an old man named Boone when I
was fourteen or fifteen. Had him a dramshop … a good, goin’ business. He also had a sick wife. Pretty good old woman … just a little mean. I had to take her place with the cookin’ and the washin’ and the cleanin’ and all. After she died, and I got a little older, I commenced takin’ her place in other things too.”

She grimaced. “That’s when I learned that talk can’t hurt you if you make up your mind not to listen to it. At least I had a good roof to live under, and I was eatin’ regular for the first time in my life. Them people that talked, they never went for two or three days at a time with nothin’ to eat. And Boone wasn’t a bad old man. He was always kind to me, long’s I done what pleasured him. He even talked about marryin’ me to make it all honest.”

She unstoppered the jug again, took a sip, and passed it to Michael. “They say it’s a man’s world, but I found out real young that a woman can get by all right if she knows how to handle men. I know how to pleasure them, and I know how to run them the hell off.”

Michael felt the glow of the whiskey beginning to spread. Or it might not have been altogether the whiskey. He felt the disturbing warmth of Sally Boone as she inched closer to him.

He said, “You never explained about the wagons and the whiskey.”

“Ol’ Man Boone finally died. He didn’t have no family, and some of the local politicians was gangin’ up to take everything away from me. So I sold it all and taken the money and left there before they got the chance.”

“And then you bought the whiskey …”

“Not right off. I kept a tight hold on the money while I went about learnin’ how to do for myself. I found out most men are like Ol’ Man Boone in what they want out of a woman, but a lot of them don’t have his kindness. Taken me a while to learn which ones to trust and which ones to walk away from. Cephus Carpenter come along, by and by. I’ll have to admit, he had me goin’ around in circles for a while.”

“How was that?”

“He was tall and good-lookin’, and he had a smile that was
like the whole room lit up. He took a lot better to whiskey than to hard work, and I’d get mad enough sometimes to stomp on him. But he’d start sayin’ all them nice things and touchin’ me gentle, and first thing I knew I melted like butter in the sunshine.” Her voice went soft in the memory. “Wasn’t no man could pleasure me like Cephus. I wake up in the night reachin’ for him, and he ain’t there. Lord, I do miss him.”

She leaned over Michael, her breath warm on his face. She touched the palm of her hand against his cheek, and heat leaped to meet it. “But you’re here, Michael. I think we could pleasure one another.”

Michael’s heartbeat quickened, and he breathed faster. His sexual experience had been slight. He had lived in a country of few people, and fewer available women. His cousin Frank had not taken all of his education out of books; he had known where the pliable females were. He had matched Michael once with a girl named Amity; her father had run half-wild hogs in the woods. The experience had been cold and mechanical and too quickly finished, leaving him embarrassed and ashamed and woefully unfulfilled. He had not tried again.

Sally Boone pressed her lips to Michael’s, and they burned like flame. She put her arms around him and dropped the blanket from her shoulders. She wore only a thin cotton shift. Soon even that was gone. The initial aggression was hers, and he never quite caught up. She clutched and clung with a hunger and a desperation that set him afire.

It was nothing like his experience with the girl Amity.

One of the horses stirred, but a panther could have taken him and Michael would not have interfered.

They pulled apart after a time, sticky with sweat. He propped himself on one elbow to study her peaceful face. She lay on her back, staring up at the stars. His hand resting on her breastbone, he could feel her heartbeat gradually slowing, her breathing dropping back toward normal. He thought she might say something, but all she did was press his hand against her bosom and hold it there. He asked, “Thinkin’ about Cephus?”

“Who’s Cephus?”


Apologetically he said, “I ain’t had much experience at this.”

“You do fine. You’ll make some woman a good husband.”

He wondered if she might be considering him for that role. At the moment he found temptation in the thought. But he remembered the neglectful kind of husband his father had been to Patience Lewis.

She seemed to read his thoughts. “I ain’t lookin’ for a husband. Sure, I get a yearnin’ for a man every once in a while, the way I wanted you. That’s nature. But if a man gets tiresome I want to be able to shed him like I’d get shed of a worn-out pair of shoes. I don’t want no husband hangin’ around my neck like a millstone.”

“It’s just as well. I’m afraid you might get tired of me awful quick.”

She looked at him a minute, then raised up and leaned over to kiss him again. She pressed closer, her warm hand roaming over his chest, exploring his ribs, moving down tantalizingly to his thigh. “Maybe,” she whispered. “But I ain’t yet. I hope you’re not a man who needs a lot of sleep:”

Just before she smothered him under a renewal of their lovemaking, he realized he and Andrew were going to have to leave this camp come daylight. Otherwise he might not be able to pull himself away from Sally Boone at all, not until such time as she began to regard him like an old pair of shoes.
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REGRET PINCHED Sally Boone’s blue eyes, but she said nothing as Michael and Andrew saddled their horses and packed the mule. Andrew had said more than enough when Michael had shaken him at first light and told him they were leaving. Andrew was inclined to stay with the wagons and the company and Nellie’s cooking. He complained, “I don’t see what we got to be in such an all-fired hurry for. I had a notion you was gettin’ along with her real good.”

Too good, Michael thought, wondering how much his brother knew. Andrew could always see a little and figure a lot. He had become more and more independent-minded as they went along on this trip. The signs were clear. a day would soon come when Andrew would no longer accept any judgment except his own. That was as it should be. It was Mordecai Lewis’s legacy of self-sufficiency to his sons.

Michael said, “These wagons’ll just tie us down.” The argument was thin, but he did not feel comfortable admitting his true reason: a strong dread of becoming entrapped by his desire for Sally Boone, to a point that he might follow her around like some servile pup. He suspected the late Cephus Carpenter, for whom she still mourned, had fallen into that trap. While Michael and Sally had been at the peak of their lovemaking, she had whispered that name without seeming
to realize it. He sensed that her real hunger was for the other man, not Michael. That did not diminish the fierce urgency of the moment, but it left him with a certain frustration afterward, feeling that he was no more than a substitute. He suspected the effect was much the same for her. She was simply making do.

He had no wish to be accepted only as somebody’s replacement. Yet if he remained with her he might begin to accept that station as a price for sharing blankets with her.

He knew by the look in Sally Boone’s eyes that she wanted him to stay, but pride would not let her speak the thought. She said, “We can spare you some coffee, and some corn for bread. It’s little enough for the help you gave us.”

“No need,” Michael said. “We don’t ask pay for a small kindness.”

“A gift cheerfully offered is not considered payment. It comes from the heart.”

She was not talking about coffee or corn. Michael said, “But an honest man expects to repay it in kind. I’m afraid I don’t have enough to give.”

“You’ve got no apologies to make.”

“I might have, if I took advantage of your good nature. So good-bye, Sally. Good luck to you.” He nodded at the three amiable but quiet black people, who stood together, and he turned westward. Andrew stayed behind for a minute or two. Michael wanted to look back for him, but that might be taken as a sign of weakness. He kept plodding along until Andrew caught up, leading the pack mule. Andrew said, “Come night, you’ll be wishin’ you’d stayed with her.”

Michael half wished that already, but he would not say so. And anyway, what the hell did Andrew know about it? Maybe his younger brother was not so innocent as he seemed. Michael looked suspiciously at the pack mule. An extra sack was tied to the rope that held the pack in place.

Andrew shrugged but offered no apology. “A little corn, a little coffee. From the goodness of her heart.”

“I ain’t goin’ back to thank her.”

“I said thanks for both of us.” He frowned. “I don’t know
how you could just ride off and leave her thataway. I couldn’t if it was me.”

“Go back to her yourself, if it bothers you so much.”

“Don’t think I ain’t tempted.”

That was the extent of their conversation. Andrew rode in silence that spoke of accusation. Michael kept reliving the night in his mind, in all of its blood-warming detail.

He was so engrossed in his thoughts that he would have ridden directly into the Reverend Fairweather’s little band had Andrew not shouted a warning and brought up his rifle. Michael snapped out of his erotic reverie, instinctively raising his own rifle in response to Andrew’s move.

Rounding a bend in the faint trail, he found himself face to face with the man who called himself Fairweather. They were no more than fifteen feet apart. Michael almost lost his breath. Fairweather had one horseman on his left, two on his right, every one of them carrying a firearm. Fairweather aimed a pistol at Michael, but the muzzle of Michael’s rifle was pointed directly at Fairweather’s ample stomach. Michael did not take his eyes from Fairweather to see what Andrew was doing; he had to trust that his brother was prepared for whatever might come.

Fairweather blinked, his wide mouth hanging open. Gradually he put on the preacher’s smile calculated to lull his victims into complacency. “Well, young gentlemen, we meet again. The Lord has twice blessed us.” He had been playing preacher so long he seemed to have taken the role at least partly to heart.

Michael’s mouth was dry. “He blessed us, lettin’ us see you first.”

Fairweather’s false smile widened. “You boys have a mistaken opinion of me. You misread our intentions the last time we met. You killed poor Wilkes for no reason.”

“There was reason enough.”

For a man who wanted to appear a preacher, Fairweather had found a rough set of companions who looked as if the only reason they would ever go into a church was to loot it. One was a cadaverous man whose long legs hung far below
the belly of the scrubby little horse he rode. His trousers had ridden up to expose long thin shins above the tops of a pair of Indian-style moccasins. One was a fat little man with a ragged beard and a set of pouched little eyes that reminded Michael of a greedy pig waiting to be fed slops. The other was an overgrown boy with long, dirty, straw-colored hair that reached down to his shoulders. He was perhaps of Andrew’s age, with a cruel, hard smile set aslant across wide, thin lips. Of the four, he looked the one most likely to do murder for the joy of it. Michael wondered if anybody accepted the credit for his upbringing.

Michael asked, “You come back lookin’ for us, Fairweather?”

Fairweather shook his head. “No, I assumed you were far gone down the trail. I had not thought to see you two again.”

The fat man suggested, “That’s a decent pair of horses they’re ridin’. And I wonder what’s in the pack on that mule?”

Fairweather responded sharply, “Perhaps you have not noticed, but they both have rifles cocked and pointed at us.”

The boy said, “There ain’t but two of them. I’d give a pretty to see in that pack.”

Fairweather’s patience thinned. “And which two of us do you think would survive to open that pack? This is a standoff, so let it be. Anyway, we have bigger fish to catch.” He cut his gaze back to Michael. “We have no interest in you or what you’re carryin’. Would you back away and give us the road?”

Michael did not intend to yield them even a moment of advantage during which they might grab the upper hand. “We’re settin’ right where we’re at. You-all go around.”

Fairweather gave him a long and irritated study. “Very well. But I must say, young gentlemen, you make it difficult for a man to remember the Biblical injunction to love thy neighbor.”

“You’re no neighbor of ours.”

Fairweather jerked his head as a signal to his companions. They rode out of the trail. As they circled around Michael
and Andrew, the two brothers watchfully brought their horses about, keeping their rifles pointed toward the four. The boy stared belligerently in their direction until his party pulled back into the trail and rode out of sight.

Only then did Michael draw a full breath. His hands were sticky with cold sweat. He told Andrew thinly, “Good thing you gave a holler. My mind was off in the clouds.”

“Or between the blankets,” Andrew suggested.

Michael could not deny that, but he would not admit it.

Andrew frowned. “He talked about catchin’ bigger fish. You know who that would be.”

Michael grunted. Two wagonloads of prime Kentucky whiskey. Three blacks to carry off to some slave market. Against that, his and Andrew’s two horses and pack mule would have seemed a poor compromise. Whatever his shortcomings, Fairweather had a well-developed sense of commercial values.

Andrew urged, “We can’t ride on. We got to do somethin’.”

“We will. I’m just tryin’ to figure out what.”

“We could sneak up behind them and pick off Fairweather. I expect the others would give up the notion in a hurry.”

Michael gave his brother a look of surprise. “You’d do that? I remember how hard you took the killin’ of Wilkes.”

“I got over it. Tough times call for tough ways.”

Michael pondered. “I don’t hold with shootin’ a man in the back, even somebody like Fairweather. We got to go around them some way and warn Sally before they get there. If they see we’re ready for them, maybe they’ll back off again.”

“It’d be simpler to shoot Fairweather. But whatever we do, we’d better be a-movin’. They’re gettin’ ahead of us.”

The pack mule would slow them down. Michael led him off the trail, dropped the pack to the ground, and staked the mule on a rope that would give it grazing room. Perversely, though it had long evidenced a dislike for the horses, it brayed for them when Michael and Andrew set out in a lope, leaving it behind.


It was Michael’s intention to remain in the forest only long enough to move ahead of Fairweather and his three coconspirators, then cut back into the trail and beat them to the wagons. But he did not count on running into a tangle of deadfall timber, then into a thick and choking canebrake they had to pick and fight their way through. They broke out of the canebrake, finally, and angled across to the trail.

Andrew pointed at the ground. “Fresh horse tracks. After all the hell we went through, we’re still behind them.”

Michael had no time to waste in either anger or despair. “All right, we’ll do it your way,” he told Andrew, seeing no better alternative now.

Andrew’s jaw was set grimly, and at that moment he looked uncannily like his father Mordecai. “If you’ve got any compunctions about it, Michael, I’ll shoot him,” Andrew said.

The racketing echo of gunshots through the timber told them the point was moot; Fairweather had already reached the wagons. Michael drummed his heels against Big Red’s ribs and put him into a hard run. He listened for more shots, but none came. He recognized a lightning-struck tree beside the trail and knew they were almost to Sally Boone’s camp. He raised his hand in silent signal and reined off the trail. Andrew pushed close behind.

Michael heard voices, though he could not make out words. One was a woman’s, shrill in outrage. They’ve got her, he thought, a chill shaking him. He jumped from the horse and tied him. Silently Andrew followed suit. Crouching low so the underbrush would hide them, they warily approached the camp.

Dropping to his belly, carefully parting the foliage with one hand while the other gripped the rifle, Michael saw the black man Marcus and the boy Isham lying on the ground. Blood was streaked red across Marcus’s black face. The tall, skinny man bent over him, raising his rifle like a club. The woman Nellie was on her knees, begging for her man’s life.

Fairweather commanded, “Don’t hit him again, you damnfool! A dead nigger won’t fetch us a dollar.”


The white youth and the fat man held Sally Boone’s arms, pushing her against a wagon wheel while she lunged at them and tried vainly to break free. “What we goin’ to do with her?” the younger of the pair asked.

Fairweather replied reproachfully, “You know what we have to do with her. Them niggers wouldn’t be taken for witness, but she would.”

The youth laid the palm of one hand against Sally’s face and slowly moved it down the front of the man’s shirt she wore. “Seems a waste. We don’t have to do it just yet, do we?”

Fairweather frowned. “Boy, what you’re thinkin’ about is an abomination in the sight of the Lord.”

“A what?” the youth asked.

Sally Boone’s eyes were wide, but fear did not overwhelm her anger. She struggled against the strong hands that held her. “Stealin’ … murder … they’re all an abomination, ain’t they?”

“A regrettable necessity, dear lady. A matter of survival. The Lord helps them that helps theirselves. It is a pity that you happen to be in the way, but the Lord’s will must be done.” He shrugged to the youth and the fat man. “It’s too muddy to move these wagons anyway, so we have time. But when you’re done, I trust you know what you must do.” He turned his back to them and climbed up onto one of the wagons, peeling back some of the canvas and running one hand along the barrels as if he were caressing a woman.

The youth began tearing at Sally’s shirt. She cursed and cried at him. The fat man grinned, and the tall one walked away from the three black people to get a closer look. Sally’s cry brought rage boiling up in Michael. He jumped from his hiding place and raced toward her, shouting in fury. The fat man turned, and instantly he had a knife in his hand.

Michael shot him in the face.

The youth turned loose of Sally and rushed to meet Michael. They collided and went down rolling in the mud. Michael had no idea what Andrew was doing, but he saw the tall man raise his rifle. The man hesitated, for he was as likely to hit the youth as Michael while they wrestled and
rolled on the wet ground. He moved in closer, and Michael felt the cold muzzle of the rifle touch the back of his neck. A shot roared. The tall man buckled at the knees, pitching forward across Michael and the struggling youth. Michael saw Andrew standing there, smoke curling from his rifle.

It occurred to Michael suddenly that both their firearms were empty now. He broke free from the youth and grabbed at his own rifle, furiously trying to reload while he looked around to determine what Fairweather was doing.

The youth was on hands and knees, crouched as if to spring at Michael. The black woman Nellie came running, screaming like a wounded wildcat and grabbing up a heavy singletree from the nearest wagon. It made a swishing sound as she swung it, and a crunching sound as it struck the youth’s head with all the force she could put behind it. He fell like a shot deer.

Sally had picked up a rifle dropped by either the fat man or the youth. She pointed it at Fairweather as the man dropped down from the wagon, and she jerked the trigger. Nothing happened. The rifle had already been fired.

But Fairweather’s had not. It was propped against a wagon wheel. He brought it to his shoulder and trained his sights on Michael, his eyes narrowed. “Now, everybody just stand still.” Michael held his breath, for he could see the man’s finger going white against the trigger, and he expected any second to see the flash of the powderpan.

Fairweather motioned with the muzzle. “Now, everybody move real slow and easy over to where them niggers are layin’.”

Michael waited for Sally. She was trying to pull the torn shirt together to cover herself. Her eyes touched him with gratitude, but that gave way to anxiety as she looked toward Fairweather and the rifle. Andrew laid down his empty weapon and walked as he was bid to stand beside the prone figures of the two blacks. The boy Isham was stirring a little, but Marcus still lay unconscious, blood trickling from a cruel wound on the side of his head.


Fairweather glowered. “I swear, you two young gentlemen have become a vexation to me. What am I to do with you?”

Michael was emboldened by a realization. “Whatever you do, you’ve only got one shot to do it with.”

Fairweather nodded. “It seems to me we were in somewhat the same situation back down the trail. You know I can only shoot one of you, but you don’t know which one it’ll be.”

The youth with the straw-colored hair was sitting up and rubbing his head. A purplish welt was rising where the singletree had struck him. Fairweather spoke reproachfully, “You see now the position your carnal nature has placed us in? The Lord has visited his punishment upon you. Get to your feet. See if there is anything to be done for your foolish friends.”

The lad managed with some difficulty to get his feet under him. He still appeared addled, unsure what had happened to him. He knelt over the tall man, almost falling, then staggered over to the fat one. He held the wagon wheel while he leaned to touch the man. “Deader’n hell,” he said, “both of them.” Revenge was in his eyes as he looked up, searching out Michael. “You’re a dead man too, fixin’ to be.”

Fairweather said, “You’d better load a rifle before you invoke the Lord’s vengeance. Our advantage at the moment is not strong enough to support loud talk.”

The young man spilled more powder than he managed to put into the barrel of his rifle. He rammed a patch and a ball into place and seemed to have trouble drawing out the ramrod. Michael only half watched him. His attention was focused on Fairweather and the rifle. He knew if he rushed the pseudo-preacher he would probably be wounded, perhaps killed, but his brother and Sally would have a chance.

Fairweather seemed to read his thoughts. “My young friend, what you consider would be most foolish. I would kill you before you moved two steps.”

A man’s voice spoke from somewhere at the edge of the forest. “You ain’t killin’ nobody. You raise up that gun before I blow your head off!”


Michael jerked around. He saw a lanky stranger stride out of the timber and into the opening, rifle jammed firmly against his shoulder. The man had a voice deep as doom. “You raise that rifle up and blow the powder out of the pan or I’ll blow the guts out of you!”

Fairweather hesitated, then did as he was told.

Michael caught a movement out of the comer of his eye. The boy had dropped to his knee and was aiming his rifle, the ramrod still in the barrel. Michael rushed toward him but knew even as he started that he would not reach him in time. He heard two shots, one a half second behind the other. The boy made a gurgling sound and pitched forward onto his face. The quivering ramrod stuck in the soft ground a dozen feet in front of him.

The stranger’s rifle was empty. Instantly Fairweather had his powderhom up and was replacing the charge in the pan. He would have the rifle ready again before anyone could reach him. Michael and Andrew both ran at him anyway.

Sally Boone was quicker. From the nearby wagon seat she grabbed her long whip, swung it, and popped the end of it into Fairweather’s face. He screamed and dropped his rifle, raising both hands to cover his eyes. Blood trickled between his fingers.

Andrew knelt to pick up the fallen rifle. The stranger at the edge of the wood finished reloading before he came on into camp. He glanced at the three black people, at Michael and Andrew, then turned his attention to the woman. “Sally. You all right?”

She took two steps toward him and stopped. The torn shirt hung open, but she no longer seemed to care. “Cephus! Cephus Carpenter, I thought you’d gone home.” She began laughing and crying both at the same time, then ran into his open arms.

Michael’s jaw dropped, his mouth hanging open and dry as cotton. He thought they stood a fair chance of squeezing each other to death, they way they clenched.

Fairweather hunched against a wagon wheel, crying in
agony. Andrew nudged Michael. “What’re we goin’ to do with him?”

Michael said grittily, “Ought to shoot the son of a bitch while we’ve got the chance.”

Fairweather turned, finally. He brought his hands down from his face. Michael felt his stomach turn a little. Where Fairweather’s left eye had been was a mass of bleeding flesh. The man dropped to his knees and cried out for God’s mercy.

Andrew grimaced. “I’d’ve shot him a while ago and been glad at the chance. But he’s helpless now.”

“Man like that ain’t ever helpless,” Michael replied “He’ll be dangerous as long as he draws breath.”

He turned back toward Sally and the stranger. This morning he had willingly ridden away from her, leaving her for whoever else might come along and win her acceptance. Now, seeing her clutching a stranger, he felt a sense of betrayal, though he had no right. Jealousy was a new experience for him; he did not know quite how to accommodate it.

Sally faced him, finally. Joyful tears stained her cheeks. “Cephus, this is Michael. He saved my life once already. You came along and saved it the second time.”

Michael nodded toward the kneeling, cringing Fairweather. “You done pretty good service yourself, with that whip.”

Carpenter’s hand, big as a side of ham, squeezed Sally’s shoulder. “She always could knock a horsefly off of the nigh leader’s ear with that thing. She’s popped me good a time or two, when I went for the whiskey once too often.”

She said, “If you want a drink now, Cephus, you just go and help yourself. I won’t say a word about it.”

The closer Michael stood to him, the taller and larger Carpenter appeared. He had a strong jaw that looked as if it might have been carved from an oak stump. Michael supposed women would find such a man handsome; he had no basis for judgment.

He looked questioningly at Sally. “I thought you told me he was dead.”


“No, I just said he was gone.”

Carpenter hugged her again. “She run me off, is what happened. She done right. I was drinkin’ up the merchandise.”

Sally declared, “You told me you was goin’ back to Kentucky.”

“I started, sure enough I did. But I didn’t get far. I laid awake worryin’ about how you’d make out with just Marcus and them, so I turned around and follered you afoot. I been behind you, watchin’ from a distance, makin’ sure nothin’ happened to you.”

She said accusingly, “We could’ve used your help gettin’ the wagons over that creek yesterday.”

“I was afraid you’d run me off again. I seen these fellers come along to help you, so I stayed back on the other side.”

Sally glanced at Michael, and he caught a momentary worry in her eyes. She asked Carpenter, “Where’d you camp last night?”

“Back a mile or so, far enough to where you wouldn’t see my fire. I was still a ways behind when the shootin’ started a while ago.”

Relief flickered in Sally’s eyes where the concern had been. Carpenter couldn’t have seen her and Michael together out by the picket line.

Carpenter said, “I ain’t had a drink of whiskey since I left you. I thought it was lifesblood. I found out it ain’t. You’re lifesblood to me.”

She cautioned him, “I ain’t got any easier to live with.”

Michael discerned that she was already subtly setting conditions for whatever reconciliation they might agree upon. Carpenter was going to be a lap dog, even though a big one.

Carpenter said, “I ain’t easy to live with either. But I’ve found out it’s a lot harder livin’ without you than with you.”

Sternly she told him, “I ain’t askin’ you, understand. But if you’re of a mind to stay …”

“Woman, that’s what I been tryin’ to tell you.” Carpenter turned away from her, toward the black family. “I’ll see after Marcus. Looks like they used him pretty hard.”

Sally’s gaze went to Michael. She reached out to him,
then quickly withdrew her hand “It’s a good thing you’d already left. I might have a hard time makin’ up my mind between the two of you.”

He shook his head. Cephus Carpenter was a big man, workhorse-strong, but he exhibited a gentleness in helping Marcus to his feet. “No you wouldn’t. I wouldn’t even come close.”

He heard a horse moving through the timber and turned quickly. Fairweather was gone. Andrew stood with his hands on his hips, staring off into the woods.

Michael demanded, “You didn’t let him go …”

Andrew shrugged. “We talked about killin’ him, but when it come down to cases I couldn’t do it. And I didn’t want you to have to. So I put him on his horse and told him to git while the gittin’ was good.”

“Like as not he’ll live to plague us another time.”

“Maybe not. He promised we’d never see his face again. I told him if we ever did it’d be over the sights of a rifle. He blessed me and rode off.”

On balance, Michael was more relieved than angered. He had wondered what in hell they could do with Fairweather. Andrew had taken a painful decision out of his hands.

Andrew motioned toward the three dead men, scattered over the campground. “Looks like we got some buryin’ to do.”

Michael frowned. Sally Boone stood beside Cephus Carpenter, helping him and Nellie minister to Marcus and the boy Isham. “That Carpenter’s got big shoulders, just built for usin’ a shovel. It’ll give him somethin’ to do the rest of the day.”

He figured Sally and Carpenter would have no trouble finding something to do after dark.

“They don’t need us anymore,” he said, a little of regret coloring his voice. “We left a pack mule staked out yonder a ways. We better go see after him.”

Riding away, he tried not to look back, but as they reached the lightning-struck tree he had to. Sally and Carpenter were in each other’s arms again.

Andrew set him to looking westward. He asked, “Reckon how far it still is to Natchitoches?”



PART III

THE RETURN TO TEXAS

NATCHITOCHES, 1821
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HIS NAME was Moses—Moses Austin—and like his Biblical namesake he sought a promised land.

A Connecticut yankee, Austin had seen youthful dreams come to flower, then languish and die. He had been successful as a banker, a miner, a businessman. Then, at age fifty-four, through circumstances of a national scope far beyond his control, he went dead broke in the money panic which almost paralyzed the new country in 1818. Though American-born, he had once, by an unusual set of circumstances, been a Spanish subject, and it was to Spain that he turned in hope of recouping what he had so painfully lost.

Austin had once found a pleasant and profitable place for himself mining lead in Virginia, until that vein began to thin. He had then learned of lead deposits in Missouri when that land was still a province of Spain. He had visited the provincial capital, St. Louis, in 1797 and obtained permission to seek out and develop the lead deposits. As a Spanish citizen he founded the first permanent settlement in what would become Washington County, Missouri. He regained his American citizenship when Missouri became a part of the United States by purchase in 1804.

Like many another businessman ruined by the national panic, he could have gone back to the land and the plow, but
Austin was not by nature or training a farmer. He was an entrepreneur. He was aware that Spain had become nervous about its undeveloped Texas lands, fearing for its ability to hold them against the aggressive encroachment already experienced at the hands of French and American adventurers. So in 1820 he made a long, wearying ride to Texas to offer Spanish authorities a proposition he believed was of advantage to them and to himself.

His timing could not have been worse. Spanish officialdom had been bloodied by years of internal rebellion and by filibuster incursions from outside. There had been Philip Nolan, Gutierrez, and Magee, and just recently, a nephew of Andrew Jackson named James Long. American visitors of any kind were regarded with suspicion that bordered on hostility. Austin rode eight hundred miles into Texas and entered San Antonio de Bexar only to confront an embittered veteran of several anti-filibuster campaigns, Governor Antonio Martinez. In no mood for conversation with an extranjero americano, Martinez ordered Austin to leave immediately. If he remained in Bexar even for the night, Martinez declared, he would be arrested.

Shocked and bitterly disappointed after the health-breaking hardships he had endured to reach that colonial capital, Moses Austin trudged wearily across the old plaza to get his horse. Then occurred one of those chance coincidences upon which history occasionally hinges. Someone called his name. Turning, he saw a friendly face, an acquaintance from the old days in Spanish Missouri. This was a Hollander known in Texas as Baron de Bastrop. The baron, because of his title and his aristocratic manner, had the governor’s ear and his friendship, for Martinez served in an isolated frontier settlement where such refined company was scarce. Bastrop reacted with sympathy to Austin’s plight. He took his old friend back for a second and more cordial audience with Martinez. He argued persuasively that Austin had once been a loyal and productive subject of Spain and wished to be so again. Moreover, Austin could hand-pick and bring into Texas honest and reliable settlers who would set up a barrier
not only against further filibuster expeditions but against the hostile Indians of the western frontier. He pointed out that San Antonio citizens were occasionally terrorized by Comanche Indians who rode in from the rugged limestone hills and paraded their savage glory upon the streets as if they held title to the town.

Even those Spanish officers most militant against foreigners saw logic in the baron’s argument. Put Americans between Spanish settlers and the Indians, they said. If the Indians must kill someone, let it be foreigners.

His fortunes seemingly reversed, Austin left for Missouri with a signed and sealed agreement in the pocket of his coat, the right to settle three hundred families on two hundred thousand acres along the Colorado and Brazos Rivers at the head of San Bernardo Bay. Texas was to be his promised land.

But promise was not enough. Robbed on the trail, set afoot without supplies in the midst of winter, Austin suffered terribly from hunger and cold. He reached home in a desperately weakened condition. Under the pressure of time, he dispatched his bachelor son Stephen, then twenty-seven, to take care of his Texas interests until he might recover enough to resume the responsibilities himself. But like the other Moses, the elder Austin would not live to see his promised land.

Stephen had been more than willing to accept the job for, like his father, he had suffered financially from the money panic and had been studying law and working as a newspaper editor in New Orleans to put bread on the family table while his father was away. Capable, energetic, he had itched for a chance once again to become something more than someone else’s employee.

And so, in June of 1821, Stephen F. Austin took passage on the shallow-draft steamer Beaver out of New Orleans, its paddlewheel churning against the strong current of the Mississippi and then the Red River of the South, bound for the Creole town of Natchitoches, Louisiana … and destiny.







MARIE VILLARET was placing supper dishes on the long table in the dining room when her mother called from the front gallery.

“Marie, vengas.” There was a sense of urgency in her tone. Marie set down a stack of plates and hurried out onto the broad porch which stretched the length of the house. The dark-complexioned little woman unfolded her arms to point. In Spanish she said, “Look, Marie, here comes that nice Mister Robertson riding down the street.”

Feeling tricked, Marie placed her hands on her slender hips and declared impatiently, “Mama, that nice Mister Robertson rides down this street every day.”

“There are other streets. I am sure he uses this one only because he hopes for a glimpse of you. The least you can do is to curtsy when he tips his hat.”

This had become a long-running game between Marie and her mother, who worried that Marie had long since passed her nineteenth birthday without giving any sign that she contemplated marriage. This was despite the fact that she was considered a beauty by the young men of Natchitoches, who were bewitched by the flash in her black eyes. She had received diligent teaching in the art of snaring a prosperous husband, the born duty of every proper daughter in Natchitoches. Mrs. Villaret said, “If he stops, you should invite him in for coffee. It would give you a chance to show him how well you have learned the English.”

Marie had grown up speaking Spanish with her mother and French with her father. The study of English had been a struggle. “Mother, I did not learn the English so I could flirt with every young American who comes to town. I learned so I could be of more help to Papa in the store.”

“You learned it because you hoped that wild boy from Tennessee would return. But he will never be back. He probably has a wife by now, and two or three children. Or he has gone outlaw and rides with a price on his head. I have told you that twenty times.”

“You have told me a hundred times, Mama, perhaps two hundred. And you may be right. But that does not mean I
care to throw myself at the feet of every young man who happens to ride down this street.”

“With your beauty, Marie, you do not have to throw yourself at anyone’s feet. That is for them to do for you.”

The young Robertson dutifully tipped his hat and smiled. Marie curtsied in return to preserve a measure of peace in the house. But she put no invitation into her smile, and Robertson did not presume that one was implied. He spoke a polite “Good afternoon,” and went on his way.

Mrs. Villaret turned on her daughter in disappointment. “You should use that pretty face while you can. One day you will look in the mirror and see a frustrated, wrinkled old maid.”

“I am not yet twenty, Mama. There is still time enough. Surely you have better things to do with your time than to stand on the gallery and look for young men to match me with.”

“I came out to look for your father,” Mrs. Villaret said defensively. “It is time he came home for his supper.”

“He said someone was bringing in goods from the Sabine. You know how it is with Papa and that side of the business. He will come when he comes.”

“Perhaps someday with a policeman close behind him.”

Marie had learned years ago that there were two parts to her father’s business. One was the store, in which she had begun helping him as a clerk and bookkeeper. That part was open to the world and freely acknowledged. Of the other part, the women of the family professed no knowledge. If asked, they would deny that it existed. It had to do with the trade between merchants of Louisiana and the colonists of Spanish Texas. Prohibited from the earliest days of Spanish and French settlement, it had begun almost as soon as farmers on the Spanish side of the Sabine River started growing crops and seeking a market nearer than the only legal one open to them, San Antonio de Bexar, which was far, far south down the Camino Real. It had been a barter trade for the most part, farmers, trappers, and wild-horse runners trading eastward for necessities they could obtain only at ruinous
prices through legal commercial channels in the south. There had also been, almost from the time the first intrepid Frenchman daringly set foot in Spanish territory, a quiet but flourishing trade with the peaceful Indians of northern Texas.

For more than a century this type of enterprise—smuggling, the authorities called it—had continued with mutual benefit to the people on both sides of the Sabine. It had become legal during the years Spain owned Louisiana, then was again branded illicit when that vast province reverted to French ownership and finally to the United States. Through the long decades, some officials fought it. Others quietly looked in the opposite direction, often with open palms outstretched behind their backs, waiting to receive a share of the profits. Condoned or not, the trade went on. And Baptiste Villaret had been involved in it since he was old enough to count furs or weigh corn. It was a financially-important adjunct to the conduct of his acknowledged mercantile enterprise. The Texas trade might have been illegal, but immoral it was not, at least in the sight of most citizens of Natchitoches. Directly and indirectly, it was bread and butter for this old Creole community.

Now, like her mother, Marie used her father’s lateness as an excuse for looking up and down the street. And as had been the case with her mother, it was not her father she sought. A thousand times, and a thousand more, she had watched that street, wishing he would come.

Michael Lewis would be a grown man now. She had often imagined what he would look like and wondered if she would even recognize him. Surely he would have changed much from the boy she had helped nurse back to his strength five years ago, after the Spanish soldiers had so cruelly left him for dead, along with his father and the others of their party.

An artist with the brush, she had several times painted his portrait from memory, trying to make allowances for the changes the years would have wrought upon that youthful face. Now she was no longer sure what part of the image was
truly memory and what was her own invention with bristle and paint.

During the last few years her mother had contrived again and again to bring her into the company of eligible young bachelors, hoping first one and then another might find favor in her eyes. But always she compared them unfavorably to her memory of the boy from Tennessee who had awakened in her the first stirrings of young womanhood, yearnings she was a long time in fully understanding. She had set an impossible standard for other young men to meet. She recognized that her image of him was probably exaggerated beyond reality, for no man could be that handsome, that strong and forceful. But the image was there, and she could not put it aside.

Since the day Michael Lewis had ridden away toward Tennessee with old Eli Pleasant, she had not tolerated any doubt that one day he would ride back again. And if he left another time, she would go with him.

Her mother said with resignation, “Come, we must see to supper for the children. We will simply have to heat it over again when your father comes home.”

“Yes, Mama.” Marie turned to follow her mother through the door. She paused then, catching movement from the corner of her eye. She looked back and smiled.

“There he comes now, Mama. He brings company. We will have to set extra places.”

Mrs. Villaret frowned. “I wish he would tell me … How many are there?”

Marie counted four, including her father. All were walking, but three led horses. She squinted. “One of them is the old man, Eli Pleasant. The others, I don’t know.” She started again to enter the house but could not move. A chill ran up her spine, and she shivered involuntarily.

Her mother caught it. “What is the matter with you, girl? It is too warm an evening for you to be shivering. I hope you are not coming down with the malaria.”

Marie tried to answer but could only shake her head. Her throat was so tight she could not speak. Her hands trembled
as she stared at the young man striding along on her father’s left. It was not … it could not be, for this man was much taller than the young Michael Lewis she remembered … . She stared, and she felt her pulse quicken. She caught her mother’s arm and gripped it so tightly that her knuckles turned white.

“It is him, Mama. As God is my witness, it is him!”
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LONG BEFORE they reached Natchitoches, the narrow and often-dim trace they had followed merged with a much more heavily-traveled trail, even a highway as highways were judged by the standards to which Michael was accustomed. More and more he found the land settled, the better irrigable portions broken out into cultivation. There were fields of tobacco and tall sugar cane and, perhaps most of all, of cotton, mile after mile, tended by sweating black slaves and small landowners too poor to own slaves, bending to hoe out the weeds that otherwise would sap the plants’ strength and leave few bolls to scratch and bleed pickers’ fingers at fall harvest, fewer bales to be shipped by flatboat or shallow-draft steamer down the Red River to the Mississippi for cash on the New Orleans market.

Andrew found the land much to his liking. Michael knew he had but to suggest, and Andrew would gladly stop anywhere. The farmer instinct made him look at a piece of raw, unclaimed land and convert it in his mind’s eye to a neatly-plowed field, crops growing tall and fruitful where the grass had been. Andrew asked eagerly, “How about us locatin’ a piece of land that nobody’s usin’ and stakin’ us a claim on it? This seedcorn needs to be put in the ground pretty soon if it’s to make a crop this year.”


Sometimes Michael wished they had eaten the seedcorn the first week on the trail so it would not be a plague on his conscience. He remembered times on that other trip to Texas when someone suggested they might already have found a good place to light, that a bird in the hand was better than a wild horse still running free on some distant prairie. Mordecai’s reaction was invariably, “It’s better farther west.” Michael repeated his father’s words to Andrew as if they were his own.

It had always been better farther west.

There were farms aplenty, and small settlements where Michael and Andrew could have bought the necessities if they had had the money to spare. They found it more difficult to live off the land, for as settlement had increased, wild game had diminished. They caught fish, and in swampy areas sometimes frogs.

Andrew said ruefully, “If a man travels with you he’d better develop a high likin’ for squirrel.” They had eaten plenty of it on this trip. “I get to feelin’ like I want to climb a tree.”

“You’d better do it pretty quick,” Michael declared with a strong touch of irony, “before some new settler cuts the trees all down.”

As before, Michael often found that when they rode up to farmhouses or met travelers on the road he had difficulty in conducting a satisfactory conversation. Many spoke French or Spanish, their English broken or nonexistent. He had learned a scattering of French words as well as some Spanish from Marie Villaret while he recuperated from his wounding at the hands of the king’s soldiers. But he could not remember one of them now.

After an unsuccessful attempt to ask a farmer how far it still was to Natchitoches, Andrew said, “You’d think these folks’ve been part of us long enough to learn American.”

Michael felt defensive, remembering many kindnesses shown him by the people of Natchitoches. “They been through too many hands already, and they don’t know who they may belong to next. Maybe me and you had better learn a little French.”


Andrew said mischievously, “Maybe I will, if you’ll introduce me to Marie.”

Michael tried to think of a retort but realized his brother was trying in a teasing way to bait him. “Andrew, I do believe you could find somethin’ to laugh about in pneumonia.”

“I’d sure look for it. Life has got to be pretty tough for anybody who can’t find it in him to laugh a little.”

“I laugh, now and again.”

“I know. I’ve seen you do it at least twice since we started this trip.”

The long journey had brought the two of them to respect one another’s strengths and to overlook whatever shortcomings they had. Michael had decided far back on the trail that they made a balanced pair. Sometimes the weight of responsibility caused him to stretch himself too tightly. Andrew had an easy knack of offering a light-humored comment or simply making a face that relaxed the tension.

Michael tried to shift the subject to something benign. “You notice how red-colored the land has gotten since we forded that last river?”

Andrew smiled. “As red as your face gets every time I ask you about that girl by the name of Marie.”

Andrew was never going to quit nudging him about Marie. He decided to lie a little. “She was an old lady who helped take care of me after I got shot, that’s all.”

“She didn’t sound that old, the way you talked to her in your sleep.”

Michael’s thoughts began to stray from the land over which they were riding. Often during the long days and the long, warm nights, he remembered with a glow the night he had lain with Sally Boone. He relived in fancy the passions she had stirred. She had aroused something powerful in him, had awakened a slumbering wolf he was not sure he could put back under control.

He supposed he should be ashamed, taking pleasure from such memories, letting them run free without any effort at putting them to rest. He vaguely recalled a Biblical injunction delivered by an itinerant preacher who had sheltered beneath
the Lewis roof, a solemn declaration that to sin in the mind was the same as to sin in the flesh. Michael had tried it both ways. Stimulating as the thoughts were, they did not compare with the flesh.

The realization that he was unlikely to see Sally again set him to thinking more and more about the dark-haired Marie Villaret. He was not sure why, for the differences between them were considerable. Marie was gentle-raised and mannered, Sally wild and free. He could not conceive of Marie coming unbidden to a stranger’s bed in the night and crawling between the blankets. Of course, when he had known Marie he had been little more than a boy and she only a young girl, both of them unsure and shy. But he remembered that she had made him feel some of the same emotions that Sally had later set loose. The difference was that the emotions had gone nowhere then; he would not have known what to do with them.

He would know now.




 “TOWN LOOKS some bigger than I remember it,” he said upon their approach to Natchitoches. “But maybe my memory is some shy on particulars.”

“Like on an old lady named Marie?”

He would not admit to Andrew that she had been much upon his mind, that in regard to her, at least, his memory was but little diminished.

Andrew asked, “I wonder if she’s got any sisters?”

“She does.” He added gratuitously, “And all ugly.”

“I’d want to judge that for myself.”

Michael quickly discerned a more pronounced American presence. Not far from the place where the Frenchman, St. Denis, had built Fort St. Jean Baptiste a century earlier, American forces had established Fort Claiborne on two tall hills overlooking the river. Seeing so many soldiers made Michael uneasy at first because of his experience with the Spanish. They aroused dark emotions in his subconscious
though he knew on a conscious level that these were fellow Americans; he had nothing to fear from them.

Michael said, “At least maybe we’ll find somebody we can talk to. Sign on that store yonder has the name Smith on it. Another says Jackson. Used to be everything was French.”

The first two people he approached to ask about Eli Pleasant gave him an apologetic shrug and said words he could not understand. The place was in no danger of turning fully American overnight, he decided. He could see signs that still bore names like Prudhomme and Moreau and Fontinot.

Michael and Andrew had bathed, shaved, and washed out their clothes before they rode into town. The most logical course was to go directly to the Villaret house and inquire about Eli, he knew. But the closer he came to it, the more reluctant he felt. Marie was probably married now, with a houseful of noisy children. She was probably fat and far removed from the idealized memory he had carried so long.

And why should he want to see her anyway? He had no intention of getting married, of domesticating like his Uncle Benjamin. That had not been Papa’s way, though Papa had tried, and it would not be Michael’s.

Deferring the disappointment, he led Andrew through town and down to the river. They sat on their horses and watched a small steamboat forging against the reddish water’s current, making its way to a landing where dry wood was stacked high, waiting to serve its brief and fiery destiny in the ship’s boiler. Though they had paused on the Mississippi for a whole day and had watched larger boats than these, the sights still aroused awe in the two young men from the Tennessee woods. A couple of flatboats drifted in the opposite direction, their pace slow and lazy like the river.

“They was built here,” Michael said, remembering what Eli had shown him. “That one yonder looks like it’s stacked high with hides of some kind. They’ll float all the way down to New Orleans and sell the hides and then rip the boat apart and sell the lumber.”


Andrew observed, “Kind of like makin’ a trip, then eatin’ your pack mule.”

Michael looked back at their own, which had never displayed the servile attitude expected of a beast of burden. “That wouldn’t be too bad an idea.”

Andrew laughed. “He’s taken several bites out of us.”

At a second landing Michael saw another steamboat tied up, a crew of black workmen unloading its varied cargo. He touched the horse’s belly with his heels and moved off in that direction for a closer look. The sorrel shied at the unaccustomed noise and activity. Michael dismounted and patted him on the neck, speaking softly to give reassurance. When Big Red quieted, Michael turned his attention back to the steamboat. The name painted on it was Beaver. He marveled at the engineering genius which could put such a complicated contraption together and then keep it running.

Andrew declared with enthusiasm, “Ain’t nothin’ like this in Tennessee.”

“Ain’t no place in Tennessee to float it except the Mississippi.”

A quiet, pleasant voice spoke behind them. “I would assume you gentlemen have not made the acquaintance of a steamboat.”

Turning, Michael faced a thin young man he would take to be just a little one side or the other of thirty. He was obviously American from his speech and from the once-nice but now travel-worn coat and breeches, and the tall beaver hat. He had striking eyes; large, brown, and intense.

Michael replied, “No sir, where we come from, a boat like this would hang up in the shallows before it went a hundred feet. We never even seen a raft till we got to the Mississippi.”

“By the look of you, and your pack mule, I would judge that you have just arrived.”

Michael was reticent about imparting too much information to strangers. But he sensed that there was no harm in this friendly young fellow, a natural gentleman by the look of him. Michael took him for a store clerk or a bank teller or a lawyer; he had none of the hard-handed, sunburned look of
the farmer about him and certainly none of the backwoodsman. He said, “Yes sir, we just now come in off of the trace. We was about to set out lookin’ for an old friend name of Eli Pleasant. By chance would you know him?”

The stranger shook his head. “I have just arrived here myself, on that boat.” He extended his hand. “My name is Austin. Stephen Austin.”

Michael accepted the handshake, instinctively drawn to the man on sight. Something in Austin’s eyes told him that there was no guile here, no ulterior motive for his friendliness. “This here is my brother Andrew. We’ve come down from Tennessee.”

“You plan to take up farming land, I would imagine.”

“Someplace. We ain’t decided yet just where to turn our horses loose.”

Austin gave the two men a moment’s silent scrutiny. “I wonder … have you given Texas any thought?”

Michael blinked. “Texas? Sure, I have. But they shoot Americans there.”

“Not necessarily. I am about to go to Texas myself. My father has the sanction of the Spanish authorities to settle three hundred American families there. I am on my way to work out the details. The Spanish want honest and industrious farmers. You look like farmers to me. Am I correct?”

Michael was hesitant in answering. Andrew said, “That’s all we ever done, our whole lives.”

“And are you by chance family men?”

Michael replied, “We’re both bachelors.”

“Do you have any prospects of marrying?”

“We didn’t come here lookin’ for wives. We come lookin’ for land.”

“According to the agreement my father worked out in Bexar, families will receive larger land grants than bachelors. If you come across any likely young ladies, you might wish to give the matter some consideration.”

Texas. Michael stared at the steamboat, and it seemed to dissolve before his eyes. He saw the Texas he had explored with his father and Eli and the others, the great open
prairies, the deep green forests, the clear-running streams. He felt a tingling from his head to his heels. To see it again …

Austin’s voice broke into his consciousness. “Are you all right, Mister Lewis?”

Michael blinked and came back to reality. “Yes. I was just rememberin’ …” He said no more.

Andrew put in, “He was in Texas some years ago, with Papa. They were catchin’ wild horses to take back to Tennessee.”

Austin’s interest quickened. “You have been to Texas before? Your experience might prove useful to me.”

Michael winced. “My experience wouldn’t be useful for anybody. They killed Papa there, the soldiers did, him and all the others except for me and Eli Pleasant.”

Austin’s eyes softened in sympathy. “I am sorry I introduced such an unpleasant subject I can imagine why you might never want to see Texas again.”

“It ain’t that I wouldn’t want to see it; I would. The place has stayed in my head all these years, like some kind of a ghost that never quits walkin’. Maybe if I did go back I could put the whole notion to rest.”

“I am supposed to meet an official Spanish delegation here and travel down to Bexar with them.”

Michael felt a sudden chill. “They got soldiers?”

“Possibly. I am not sure. Perhaps you two would like to accompany me.”

Andrew was about to speak up, and Michael knew from his apparent eagerness what he would say. Michael declared, “Not with soldiers.” He shuddered. “I don’t think I could stand the company of Spanish soldiers after what they done.”

Austin nodded. “I can understand. Well, should you change your mind before I leave, look me up. I’ll not be difficult to find. It was a pleasure to become acquainted.” He walked up the gangplank and onto the boat.

Michael watched him, paralyzed.

Andrew was silent for a time. “Michael, you don’t look like you feel none too good.”


“It was the things he said … about goin’ to Texas … about us maybe goin’ with him. Now that we’ve come this far, it don’t seem quite real.”

“Looks real enough to me. And I know it’s been on your mind for the whole last five years.”

“It has. But it’s been more like a dream than somethin’ actual. It’s been like ghosts walkin’ through my head, wakin’ me up in the middle of the night. Ghosts of Papa and them, all that shootin’, all that blood …”

“I’ve heard you sometimes. Seems to me like the way to drive away ghosts is to rush them head-on.”

“But soldiers … I don’t want nothin’ to do with soldiers.” Michael turned. “We ain’t gettin’ it done standin’ here watchin’ other people work. Let’s go down to Ol’ Baptiste Villaret’s store and see if he can tell us somethin’ about Eli.”




 TIMES HAD been good to Villaret, Michael thought. The store had been enlarged since his last time here. The growing settlement of the country was bringing a booming business up the Red River from New Orleans. He and Andrew had passed warehouses from which emanated the odor of skins, and baled remnants of last year’s cotton crop stood awaiting shipment downriver to market, little feathers of dirty-white lint fluttering in the breeze that came up from the river. Trade goods from other parts of the world were moving up and down the street by dray cart and wagon.

“Looks like we come to a lively town,” he said.

Andrew replied, “I guess this is the steppin’-off place to God knows where-all. There’s a lot of country out yonder, and somewhere there’s a place for us in it. Maybe, like Austin said, that place is Texas.”

Michael dismounted and took a long look at Villaret’s place of business. “I just hope 01’ Eli is still among the livin’.”

He recognized Villaret on sight; the man looked the same as the last time, perhaps a few pounds rounder about the middle, as befitted a busy merchant in a growing town. Villaret
obviously did not know him, however. He approached the brothers with a smile. “And, my good friends, how may I serve you today?”

The French accent had not lessened a whit, nor had his friendly spirit.

Michael could not help smiling in return, remembering the kindness and generosity of the old man and his family. “You’ve already helped me, Mister Villaret. Was it not for you, I’d probably not be alive today. Look close and see if you remember.”

Villaret turned his head a little to one side, concentrating with his left eye; Michael suspected the other was weakening “The face. I know the face. You are the boy Michael, that is it. The boy Michael from Tennessee. But a boy no longer.”

He grabbed Michael’s hand and pumped it vigorously, then threw his arms round him. Michael was not quite prepared for such a show of emotion. He half expected Villaret to kiss him—the French had a reputation for that—but Villaret stopped short of so extreme a display. “We had not heard from you. We were afraid you might have died …”

“No sir, not hardly.” When Villaret stepped back for another study, Michael introduced him to Andrew. Villaret accepted him warmly. “Another Loo-ees. He was a good man, your father. I am sure you are a good man too.”

Michael wanted to ask about Marie but did not want to be obvious. “How’s your family? Miz Villaret and them?”

“All fine. All fine. You will go with me home for supper. They will all be glad to see you.” He winked. “Especially one.”

Michael stammered. “Marie … she still at home?” That was a way of asking if she were married without being too blunt.

“And where else would she be? A respectable young woman, not yet with husband …”

Michael knew the relief showed in his face. He knew by Villaret’s widening smile that the old man saw it. Villaret said, “Mama has introduced her to many young men, but she
seems not in a hurry to leave us. She will be very happy to see you, I think.”

A knowing grin spread across Andrew’s face. “An old woman who just helped take care of you, huh?”

Michael felt his face redden. He was defenseless against Andrew’s humor. He decided it was time they get down to cases. “Mister Villaret, we was hopin’ maybe you could tell us somethin’ about Eli Pleasant. Is he anywhere around this country?”

Villaret’s smile lost some of its warmth. “Has anyone said anything to you about Eli?”

“No. Is he dead or somethin’?”

Villaret shook his head. “He is much alive. There are certain authorities who probably wish he were otherwise.”

“He in trouble?”

“All his life, Eli Pleasant has been in trouble. No more now than before. We all transgress against the law a little, when we feel the law is not just. Eli’s transgressions are a bit more open than some. He moves things from the Spanish side to the American side, and in the other direction as well. He does not bother with the regulations.”

“He’s a smuggler, then.”

“The deeds are not so bad as the name. We are all smugglers here, if one wishes to read the fine detail of the law. But the laws were written thousands of miles away by people who know nothing of the realities. We live with realities.”

“Is Eli hidin’ out?”

“There is no need. Some of the Spanish officials would gladly shoot him on sight if they could catch him, but here he comes and goes freely. Natchitoches officials look the other way. They too live with realities.”

“We’d sure admire to see him, if you could point us the way.”

The smile returned in all its glory. “If you would simply turn around …”

Michael heard footsteps behind him. Striding toward him between the barrels and bales came the old man whose face
had been burned into his memory, the man who had carried him back out through the gates of Hell.

“Eli!”

The beard was a bit grayer but no better kept. Otherwise Michael saw no change. Eli was one of those men who seemed to age only to a point, then remain forever the same. Eli squinted, recognition evading him. When it came, he rushed forward with a shout and threw his arms around Michael, his forward momentum driving Michael backward. He would have fallen had he not bumped hard against a large wooden crate.

Eli stepped back for a second look. “Boy, you’re the image of your ol’ daddy, I swear you are.” He paused, turning to give the same close study to Andrew. “And you’re one of the Lewis boys too. Your ol’ daddy’s stamp is mighty strong.”

“I’m Andrew.”

Eli pulled a dirty handkerchief from a deep pocket and wiped his eyes and nose. “I never thought to see you boys again on this earth. What brings you so far?”

Michael and Andrew glanced at one another. Michael said, “Come a time we had to set out and find a place for ourselves. We was hopin’ you might have some good notions.”

Eli seemed pleased that his advice was considered to have merit. “Now, we’ll do some thinkin’ on that, we sure will. You boys go with me out to my place on the river. We’ll look at some country. There’s a-plenty to look at.”

Villaret put in, “But it is too far to go tonight. You will come home and have supper with my family, all of you. Time enough tomorrow for you to let this old heathen take you out to his lair.”

Villaret lived near enough to his store that he customarily walked rather than ride a horse or take a carriage. Michael, Andrew, and Eli led their horses and walked beside him. Michael noticed as they went along that men tipped their hats and women curtsied to Villaret. He was obviously a man of substance and respect. He remembered that his father had always said it was easy for a man to put on a false
face and fool strangers, but he could not long fool his neighbors, for they came to know all sides of his nature.

Villaret said, “I must let Guadalupe Lucero know that you have come, Michael. He occasionally asks if we have heard anything of you.”

Michael only vaguely remembered Lucero. He recalled that the man was a Spaniard, a fugitive from the authorities in Spanish Texas. “Why would he be interested in me?”

“Your enemies are his enemies. They have killed many of his people, just as they killed some of yours.”

Eli said, “I doubt he’s in town. He was by my place a day or two ago. Didn’t say if he was on his way into Texas or on his way out. And I didn’t feel like I ought to ask him.”

Villaret said, “These are still troubled times on the other side of the Sabine. There is revolution afoot.”

Eli declared, “There’s been revolution afoot down there for a dozen years. All it’s come to has been a heap of killin’.”

Villaret grimaced. “And there will be more. It is not a good place to be in these times.”

Michael remembered the young man he and Andrew had met at the dock. “There’s a feller named Austin goin’ down into Texas to see about settlin’ some American families.”

Villaret nodded. “So I have heard. I fear he will not have a happy time.”

Andrew said, “He asked us if we’d like to go with him.”

Villaret missed a stride. “My advice is probably worth only what it costs you, which is nothing. But in your place, I would think a long time. Texas is not a healthy place for an American.” He glanced at Eli. “Especially for one who is constantly in and out of it, like the wind in the night.”

Eli shrugged. “I got friends. They take care of me.”

Michael said, “But it’s big and wide open and got very few people. It’s got worlds of room to grow.”

Villaret nodded. “And worlds of room for a man to die in.”

They rounded a corner, and Michael could see the Villaret house ahead, its high-pitched roof, its long deep gallery just as he remembered them. And on the gallery he saw two women standing. One was Mrs. Villaret. The other …


Marie hurried down the steps and out into the street. Michael heard her mother calling, “Marie. Marie, no! A lady waits.”

Marie Villaret did not wait. She rushed toward Michael, her wide skirts flaring. Michael’s sorrel horse took fright and jerked the reins from his hand. Michael made no effort at retrieval. He strode forward, almost in a run, to meet Marie. They came together in the middle of the street. Wildly she threw her arms around him, and unashamedly she kissed him on the mouth, almost smothering him with her joy.

“Michael! Michael, I knew someday you would come!”

Andrew caught Big Red and stood grinning. He declared, “Prettiest old woman I ever saw.”
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THROUGH SUPPER, Michael could not escape the apprehension in Mrs. Villaret’s eyes as she gazed at him across the table. He tried not to look at her, concentrating his attention upon Marie. She sat opposite him, where he had an unobstructed view without having to turn his head. He suspected Marie had arranged the seating that way. Hungry, he gorged himself on the kitchen-cooked food he had missed during the weeks on the trail. He felt a little ashamed of his gluttony, but not enough to keep him from refilling his plate twice. Marie ate little. Every time he lifted his gaze to her face, he found her staring at him with eyes dark and warm and wonderfully alive, eyes a man could tumble into and just keep falling.

Baptiste and Eli had many questions, but Michael held silent and let Andrew provide most of the answers. He would have sounded like a babbling idiot anyway, he thought, with his mind on Marie instead of the conversation. She had blossomed to full flower during the years since he had last seen her, somewhat like his sister Heather, except that there was little about Marie’s features which resembled Heather’s. Marie’s eyes were black, where Heather’s were blue. Her skin was smooth and olive, where Heather’s was fair and given to blistering in the sun if she failed to wear her bonnet.
Marie was a bit more slender than Heather; he had a notion a man could almost reach around her waist with his two hands and touch fingers. The thought of doing so brought him a fleeting pleasure, then uneasiness. The way her eyes sparkled, he suspected she might somehow be reading his mind.

Halfway through supper he felt something nudge his foot. He first thought one of the family dogs had sneaked beneath the table. But Marie smiled, and he realized she was rubbing her toes against his boot. The sensation was erotic, for a moment bringing up a discomforting memory of Sally Boone. Warmth rushed to his cheeks. Laughter danced in Marie’s dark eyes. He wondered if she realized the extent of the effect she was having on him. He glanced about apprehensively, fearing someone might have noticed. No one showed any sign, so he answered Marie’s gesture by rubbing his foot against hers. He thought her face flushed a little, but perhaps he was misled by her smile that lighted the room like a dozen candles.

When everyone finished supper, Mrs. Villaret stood up and began issuing orders to her children in Spanish. Michael sensed that she was instructing them to clear the table and put away the food—what little the hungry visitors had left—for another meal. Marie began stacking plates. Baptiste Villaret stopped her. In English he said, “Marie, the others can do this. You have a guest. Why do you not take him out onto the gallery?”

Mrs. Villaret gave her husband and her daughter that same anxious look Michael had seen before. She said something in Spanish. Marie glanced provocatively at Michael. She took his hand and led him out the front door. She seated herself on a wooden bench and patted the place beside her.

Michael hesitated. “I get a strong idee that your mother ain’t a bit keen on me comin’ back.”

“Do not worry about Mama. It was Papa who sent us out here. Papa is French, and a romantic. Sit down.”

He sat beside her, leaving the space of two hands between
them. She inched up against him. The image of Sally Boone intruded again.

“Ain’t you afraid your neighbors will gossip?”

“On the front porch it is all right to sit. It is our way. If we sat where we could not be seen, then they would have something to whisper.”

Michael was not sure he followed her logic, but he accepted it. He puzzled about one thing. “Last time I was here we couldn’t talk to one another much. I didn’t speak French, and you didn’t speak American. Now you talk it pert’ near as good as I do.”

“I have worked hard to learn the English. I have always known you would come back.”

“You done real good.”

“What matters is to understand. I hope you understand me, Michael Lewis. In all that time, I do not forget you. I see other men and I compare, and always it is you. Sometimes I close my eyes and think very hard, and I believe you are thinking of me too. It is like we are talking though we are many miles apart. Does that seem silly to you, Michael?”

“I never did come up with such a notion. But I wish I had.”

“You have thought of me, Michael?”

“Sure I did, many a time. Kept rememberin’ what you looked like, wonderin’ if you’d changed?”

“And have I changed?”

“A heap. I kept rememberin’ a girl, fourteen, fifteen years old. But look at you now, a grown woman.”

She slipped her hand into his. “Do you know what a grown woman thinks about, Michael?”

He shook his head. “I’ve got no idee.”

Her fingers squeezed his hand. “The same things a grown man thinks about.”

The invitation was overpowering. He leaned to kiss her, thinking the neighbors be damned. But Mrs. Villaret stepped out onto the porch, and he pulled back in frustration. Marie’s mother gave them a moment’s suspicious glance, then
walked to a chair at the far end of the gallery and sat, cooling herself with a folding black Spanish fan. She had appointed herself chaperone.

Marie squeezed Michael’s hand again before she released it and placed both hands properly in her lap. Softly she said, “Mama is Spanish. She does not remember how it is when people are young.”

“Maybe she does remember.” He had a guilty feeling that it might be a good thing the old lady showed up when she did. He was beginning to have some Sally Boone notions. They were not appropriate, not with this girl.

Marie said, “Now that you’re here, what will you do?”

“Look around the country, see if we can find a place that me and Andrew would like to settle on. We’re fixin’ to go out with Eli in the mornin’. He knows some places to take us.”

“Eli takes many risks. He is an old man, and he has not so much to lose. You are a young man. You would have much to lose.” She leaned against him, and the warmth of her body led him to ease one arm around her slim waist. He stole a glance at Mrs. Villaret. Her fan was working more rapidly, but she held her place. If he went any further, she would put a stop to it.

Marie said, “When you find your land, you will build a house on it?”

“Andrew admires lookin’ up at a roof come nighttime. Me, I ain’t that particular.”

“You will have everything you need in the house … table, chairs, beds, a fireplace?”

“A house has to have all them things.”

“A house needs more, Michael. It needs a woman.”

Michael sensed the direction she was trying to carry the conversation. He felt a sudden caution. “Are you askin’?”

“That is for the man to do. But I was hoping you would.”

He felt a nervous prickling of his skin. “Marie … if I was in a marryin’ frame of mind, you’d be the one I’d ask. But—I don’t know how I can explain this to you—Papa was always of a restless and solitary nature. Never could stay put in one place. He was always off in the woods or goin’ out to
hunt new country. Half the time, my mother never had any idee where he was at. Papa tried, but it just wasn’t in him to be what he ought to’ve been to her. The hard truth is, he ought never to’ve got married.

“He was a good man, but he just wasn’t meant for a husband. He couldn’t stay in one place the way she needed him to. And I’m afraid I’m too much like him. I wouldn’t want to put a woman through the miserable times my mother had, not knowin’ when Papa’d ever come home, or if he’d come home … afraid he’d die a long ways off and she’d never see him again. When he finally did, she died a little, too. I wouldn’t want that for you.”

Marie took his hand in hers and pressed it firmly against her waist, out of Mrs. Villaret’s sight. “But your mother never stopped loving him.”

He remembered that his mother had leaned upon his Uncle Benjamin for support at times, but he could honestly say, “No, she never did.”

“Then that is your answer, Michael. If a woman loved you, she would love you no matter where you lived, and how you lived. And if at times you had to travel alone, she would want to make a home that you could always come back to. If you tried to take from her that right to love you, would you make her happy?”

He could not give her a satisfactory answer. “I just wouldn’t want to make you … her … unhappy.”

Her fingers tightened on his hand. “You could never make me unhappy, Michael. So go, this time. Go with Eli Pleasant. Find your land, build your house. One day you will come back looking for me. However long that may be, I will be waiting.”

Turning, she put her arms around him, forcefully pulled him against her soft bosom and kissed him with a ferocity that took him by surprise. Heat rolled over him like the blaze in a newly-lighted fireplace.

Down the porch, Mrs. Villaret loudly cleared her throat.

Marie stood up and faced him, holding onto his hands. He saw fire in her black eyes. “There, Michael Lewis. Forget that if you can. Forget me if you can.”


She walked down the gallery toward her dismayed mother, then entered the house without looking back.

Michael raised one hand to his tingling lips. He would not forget … not if he traveled ten thousand miles.




 ELI PLEASANT had never been one to let the rising sun shine on his sleeping face. He and Michael and Andrew were on the trail by good daylight, leading the recalcitrant pack mule Jethro which had come over the trace from Tennessee, as well as several of Eli’s. Except for a few supplies which Eli needed to restock his cabin, his pack mules carried no load. Eli hinted that they had come to Natchitoches heavily laden with goods traded from Indians on the Texas side of the river. Neither Spanish nor American authorities had taxed them, for the tax collectors went home at night. That was Eli’s favorite time for traveling when his mules carried a load.

“Cooler,” he explained, “and easier on the stock.”

They rode through well-developed countryside at first, past plantations which sprawled across huge expanses of red soil, past small farmsteads which supported perhaps one family. “It’s a rich country,” Eli said, “if one’s taste runs in that direction. Me, I like it better where I don’t hear my neighbor’s ax ring of a mornin’, and where the soldiers don’t hardly ever come. I get fidgety when I feel somebody lookin’ over my shoulder.”

Michael nodded, for he understood. A little bit of company went a long way. He had been glad enough to leave Natchitoches, except for one regret which haunted him every mile. That was the good-bye he had spoken to Marie Villaret.

She had challenged him to forget her kiss. It would be useless to try. He entertained himself with remembering how it had been, and his memories would expand to include Sally Boone, except that in a little while it was not Sally’s face he saw or whose body he touched; it was Marie’s.

He felt a little guilty. Where he came from, a man could
get killed for such thoughts if they became known. He had no intention of telling anyone. But some of it must have shown, for Andrew said, “I couldn’t’ve gone off and left that girl so easy if it was me.”

“It isn’t you.”

“I wish it was. If you don’t want her, how about givin’ her to me?”

Michael’s face warmed. “You wouldn’t know what to do with a girl if you had one.”

“I was always a willin’ learner.”

“Sometimes you’re a vexation and a pain.”

After many miles, Eli said, “This is where the neutral strip starts.”

“The what?” Michael asked.

“It taken the Spanish and American governments a long time to agree where the boundary line is between Texas and Louisiana. So they set up a neutral strip from the Sabine east about halfways to Natchitoches where neither side was supposed to settle or to send their soldiers. It pretty soon got to be an outlaw country, and it still is. People settle here now and some rough ol’ boys have made theirselves a home in here. If you’re lookin’ for somebody that don’t want to be found, chances are he’s in the strip someplace. Ain’t much law except what a man carries on him. Get in trouble and there ain’t no officers comin’ to help you out.”

“You live here, don’t you?”

“The wild ones take me as one of them. You’ll see a white locust tree at my place, with Spanish daggers planted on both sides of it. That’s a sign that I won’t bother the boys if they won’t bother me. I don’t see nothin’, and I don’t tell nothin’. If governments could get together like the people in the strip, there wouldn’t be no more war. Not much, anyway.”

They came late in the day to a cabin just short of the river. Eli said, “It ain’t too much for pretty, but the roof is sound. I built her far enough up from the floodline that I don’t get chased out of bed by high water. Man gets to be my age, he needs his rest.”

It was a single-room cabin built of logs in the most rudimentary
style, with a small porch but no dog-run. Living alone, Eli didn’t need much space. Michael thought the small barn and a lean-to shed out at the horse pens looked more solid than the cabin. Eli was a man who took care of his animals.

Eli said, “Had me a woman out here for a while, widder from Natchitoches. Frenchwoman, she was, and hard to satisfy. Kept complainin’ about the cabin. Said I either had to build her a better one or take her back to town. The longer I studied on it, the less I could see wrong with the cabin and the more I could see wrong with her. So I taken her back to town. She’d already hounded one man to death. I wasn’t fixin’ to let her do it to me.”

As Eli had said, a white locust tree stood in front of the cabin, a dagger planted on either side. Farther back, Michael had noticed a couple of other places featuring the same display, but he had thought little of it at the time. This, he decided, was self-government in a most elementary form.

They unsaddled their horses and unpacked the mule Jethro, which promptly buckled its legs and rolled over in the sand. The horses followed suit, the mule kicking at both of them while they were down. Michael regretted that he had not taken time to attempt a good trade while they were in Natchitoches.

Eli had a field of corn and some tobacco. Michael thought both needed more tending than they had received. He suspected they were only a secondary consideration; Eli’s real interests were commercial. He walked out past the cabin to the slope that slanted down toward the Sabine River. His nerves tingled as he stared at the water, then lifted his gaze to the line of trees and spots of open prairie he could see on the other side.

Texas!

He found himself trembling. Old images surged back like a river in flood. His eyes misted. He remembered the other time he had come from Louisiana to this river and had waited impatiently while his father and Eli scouted the western side for danger.


“Papa!” he said under his breath, wishing he could bring back the day, wishing they had found danger and had turned around in time. Things might have ended differently.

But probably not. Mordecai might have delayed his plans but he would never have given them up. It had always been his way to go ahead with whatever he intended to do, no matter the odds. The eventual outcome would likely have been the same.

He stared across the river at Texas, Mordecai’s golden land … Mordecai’s dream … He was not sure whether it attracted or repelled him; sometimes the line between the two emotions was thin.

He heard footsteps but did not look back. Eli and Andrew joined him.

Eli seemed to read his mind. “Don’t dwell on it, Michael. It don’t change anything.”

Michael did not take his eyes from the land on the far bank. “You spend a lot of time over yonder, don’t you?”

“Enough. I got friends there, Spanish, Injuns … We do a right smart of tradin’.”

“It’d cost your neck if you get caught, wouldn’t it?”

“It’s an old neck. Anyway, them soldiers ain’t fixin’ to catch me. Wherever they move, the word goes out ahead of them.”

“How?”

“People watch where they go and spread the alarm. And often they know ahead of time, because not everybody in the army likes what’s happenin’.”

“You mean soldiers themselves let the word out?”

“They ain’t all bloodthirsty. There’s a goodly scatterin’ of decent men amongst them. Remember the sergeant that was ordered to shoot you and didn’t?”

Michael swallowed. “I’ll remember his face till they put me in the ground.”

“He does what he can to spoil Rodriguez’s digestion.”

“Rodriguez!” Michael stiffened at mention of the name. “That’s another face I’ll carry with me to the grave.”

“He’s still around.” Eli’s face darkened. “Gachupín, the
people call him, because he’s a pureblood Spaniard. It’s a wonder the mixed-blood mestizos ain’t killed him. Too afraid of him, I reckon. He’s killed a good many of them in the name of the king. Killed his share of Americans too.”

The officer’s face had been burned into Michael’s brain, a face he would recognize in the darkest corner of Hell. “You ever seen him?”

“From a distance. If it’d been close I wouldn’t be here.”

Michael shuddered. “There ain’t been a day or a night that I ain’t seen him. I wake up in a cold sweat, seein’ him.” He kept staring at the river. “Next trip you make into Texas, would you take us with you?”

Eli grunted. “Ain’t you had enough of that place?”

“I hate it because of what happened there. But I’ve always known I had to go back to it someday. Maybe go find the place where it happened, where Papa is buried. Maybe that’s what it’ll take to clear my mind of it all.”

Eli cautioned, “It might just make things worse. Seein’ the place again might set more devils loose than you already got.”

“I’m ready to take that chance.”

Andrew was staring with interest toward the river. He raised his hand and pointed. “Seems like some of Texas is comin’ to us. Looky yonder.”

The afternoon sun hit Michael in the eyes. He lowered his chin so his hat brim would shade him. He made out three horsebackers swimming toward them from the western bank. “Friends of yours, Eli?”

Eli held one hand over his eyes. “One of them, maybe. Looks like Guadalupe Lucero. The other two …”

Andrew’s voice went tense. “Somethin’s the matter. One man looks like he’s been tied in the saddle. The other two are helpin’ him.”

Eli struck a brisk trot that belied the gray in his hair. It was all Michael and Andrew could do to keep up with him. The riders came up out of the water before the three men on foot were able to reach the bank. One leaned over his horse’s neck. He would have fallen if a rope had not held him in the
saddle. One of the other men pushed quickly to his side and tried to set him aright. Andrew ran forward to help. Michael held back. He recognized a Spanish uniform, or what was left of one. An old bitterness suddenly welled up.

“Damn him, he’s a Spanish soldier!”

The other two riders dismounted to let their horses breathe easier. One looked apprehensively back across the river.

Guadalupe Lucero asked an urgent question in Spanish. The man who watched the river answered “No” and shook his head. Lucero rasped something else Michael could not understand, and his face contorted with hatred.

“Who’s comin’?” Eli asked. He could speak Spanish almost as well as a native, but he used English with Lucero.

Lucero declared, “Rodriguez!” He spoke the name like a curse.





Michael felt himself trembling. “That Rodriguez?”

Eli nodded solemnly. “That Rodriguez.” He asked some questions in Spanish, then hurried to the side of the horseman slumped in the saddle. His eyes were grave. “Come here, Michael. I want you to look at this man.”

It was a struggle for Michael, because the uniform stirred a remembered hatred, but he went to Eli’s side. Eli spoke quietly in Spanish. The man raised his head.

Recognition struck Michael like a blow on the chin. This was the sergeant who had saved his life. What was his name? Sargosa? No, Zaragosa, that was it.

“It’s him,” he acknowledged huskily. “What’s happened to him?”

Eli said, “He’s in about the same shape you was the time you came back across the river. Want to guess who shot him?”

“Rodriguez.”

“Lucero says Zaragosa tried to help just one poor bastard too many and got caught at it. Come on, we better get him up to the house and see what we can do for him.”

Michael did not move. He kept looking across the river. “What about Rodriguez?”

“He’s on their trail, been tryin’ to catch them all the way
up from Bexar. But this is American territory. All he can do is stop over yonder and cuss till he turns blue.”

Eli went on toward the cabin with the men who had just crossed. The two riders held Zaragosa in the saddle. Michael stayed behind, watching the far bank, wondering if Rodriguez was really going to come.

Andrew started after Eli, then turned back. “Ain’t you comin’, Michael?”

Michael’s stomach churned. “That Rodriguez … he’s the one who murdered Papa.”

“You couldn’t shoot him from here. The range is too far.”

“I could go over yonder and wait for him.”

Andrew grabbed his arm. “Come on, Michael. You’re talkin’ crazy.”

“Maybe you wouldn’t think so if you’d been there, if you’d seen.”

“I didn’t come all this way just to watch you get yourself killed in Texas like Papa did.” He tugged again on Michael’s arm. “Come on.”

Reluctantly Michael went with him, pausing a couple of times to look back. He saw no sign of activity on the opposite bank. “But what I’d give …”
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THE TWO Spaniards carefully helped Sergeant Zaragosa down from the saddle. Zaragosa choked off a groan with the stubborn pride of a soldier. The river’s water had not washed away all of a bloodstain high on the sleeve of his shirt. The shirt was partially shredded, evidence of flight through clutching timber. The man’s bewhiskered face was pale from shock, almost gray. His dark eyes touched upon Michael but seemed to have trouble focusing. Even with the whiskers, the drawn features, the dulled eyes, Michael did not doubt his identity.

Eli said, “We got to get the bullet out of him.”

Lucero had learned a lot of English in the years since Michael had last seen him. He said, “The bullet is out, but the wound is fevered.”

The wet clothes and a faint breeze made Zaragosa shiver with a sudden chill, a violent contrast to his fever. He nodded toward a bench at the side of the cabin, in the afternoon sunshine and out of the breeze. He mumbled something in Spanish. Lucero and the other Spaniard supported him as he made his way there. He sank wearily upon the bench but managed to hold himself in a half upright position.

Eli fretted, “He’d be better off inside, on a bed.”


Zaragosa understood and shook his head. “The sunshine,” he managed weakly. “It gives warmth. And strength.”

Eli looked dubious but accepted Zaragosa’s judgment. “How’d he come to get in this shape?” he demanded of Lucero.

Lucero nodded toward the other Spaniard. “This is the brother of Zaragosa’s wife. He is from far south, from Bexar. His name is Nicolas Galindo.” Galindo was a tall, slender young man with animated black eyes. He did not seem to know English. Lucero went on. “Galindo works much for the rebellion. He makes many speeches, too many speeches. Rodriguez decides it is time to shoot him. Zaragosa goes to make warning, and Rodriguez catches them together.” He scowled. “It has been a long chase from Bexar. Some of my people helped them.”

Eli clucked with sympathy and gave Zaragosa a long, approving study. “He’s safe now, if the wound don’t get worse.” He leaned over the sergeant. “I got somebody I want you to see. Michael, come here.”

Michael no longer saw the uniform. He stared in admiration at the man who had spared his life a long time ago. By all accounts Zaragosa had spared many others as well. The risk he had run was evidenced by the fact that he was here now, wounded.

Eli asked, “You remember this young feller?”

Zaragosa seemed, after some effort, to bring Michael into focus. “No, I think I do not.”

Eli started to explain, but Michael pushed in. “A bunch of us was gatherin’ up wild horses. Your soldiers shot everybody. Rodriguez told you to finish me off, but you let me live.”

Zaragosa’s jaw dropped. “You are that boy?” He blinked away a starting of tears, for they were unbecoming a soldier. “You were much hurt. I feared you would die.”

“I would’ve if it hadn’t been for you. And Eli.”

“It shamed me much to leave you. But there was a man with you, an americano …”

“Cyrus Blackwood,” Michael said bitterly. “He ran off and left me. Never did have the guts of a grubworm.”


Andrew shouted. He had been standing at the edge of the slope, watching the river. He pointed and came running. “There’s soldiers on the other side. Looks to me like they’re fixin’ to swim across.”

Eli’s eyes went angry. “They can’t do that. The law says they dassn’t come over.”

Andrew declared, “The law better get here quick, then, because they’re comin’.”

Zaragosa pushed himself to a shaky stand, bracing with one hand pressed against the cabin. “A gun. A gun, please. I do not die without a fight.”

Michael’s heartbeat quickened. He fetched his rifle where he had leaned it beside the log structure. “You-all give me the first shot at Rodriguez.”

Eli Pleasant had regained his composure. “Better nobody shoots unless it’s a case of havin’ to. I count ten men. All we got is six, and the sergeant ain’t in a shape to do much, even if he had a gun.”

Lucero cursed in Spanish. “Rodriguez has no right here. This is the United States. He has no right.”

Eli said, “He’s got ten guns. With that kind of advantage he don’t need no rights.”

Michael declared, “I say we kill Rodriguez, and the rest’ll turn back.”

Eli gave him a look of reproach. “Think so? One shot and all of us’ll die. You think killin’ Rodriguez is worth that much?”

Michael was about to say it was worth any price, but he looked at Andrew and Eli, then at the Spaniards, and he was forced to back away. Eli’s logic calmed him a little.

Eli said, “I don’t think even ten men’ll relish lookin’ into five loaded rifles. They’ll worry about which five dies.”

Zaragosa was unable to stand long. He sank back onto the bench and called again for a gun. Eli told him, “I’m sorry but we ain’t got enough. You just stay where you’re at. We ain’t fixin’ to let them have you.”

He cut his gaze back to Michael. “You let me do the talkin’. Don’t shoot unless you have to. And if you have to make it good. Kill the son of a bitch!”


Not even a stranger could mistake Rodriguez’s importance. He rode at the head of the detail. Even trail-weary, he had observed an officer’s proprieties. He had shaved, probably that very morning. His uniform was the most colorful despite the wrinkling and the dirt of a grueling pursuit. He issued crisp orders, and his men quickly formed a semicircle to cover the five who waited at the log cabin—six, counting the unarmed Zaragosa.

Michael’s hand went sweaty on his rifle. Hatred welled up like heat from a forge as he stared into the face that had haunted him in so many awful dreams. There was no mistaking the cruel eyes, the lips pulled back against white teeth. It took all the resolve he could muster not to raise the muzzle and squeeze the trigger, to blast that hated face into oblivion.

Rodriguez looked fiercely at the armed men who faced him. If some inner uncertainty made him feel like flinching, he did not allow it to show. He demanded, first in Spanish and then in English, “Who is in charge here?”

Eli Pleasant replied in a flat voice, “This is my place.”

Rodriguez studied him a moment, perhaps trying to remember if he had ever encountered this old scoundrel. He nodded first toward Galindo, then at Zaragosa, who leaned heavily against the cabin’s log wall. “You harbor two fugitives. I want them.”

Eli stood solid as a fencepost, rifle firmly clenched in both hands. “This is the United States of America. Maybe you didn’t notice that you just crossed the Sabine.”

Haughtily Rodriguez said, “I saw no river.” His horse was still dripping wet. “I see only the fugitives. You will give them to me.”

Pleasant said, “If American soldiers was to come along and find you on this side, you’d be in one hell of a mess.”

“What soldiers?” Rodriguez demanded. A cold smile curved his lips, then died. “I see no soldiers. I see no river. So far as I know this is still New Spain. I want those men.”

Pleasant raised the muzzle of his rifle an inch or so, just enough for effect. “Well now, you ain’t gettin’ them. All
you’re gettin’ is back across the river. And was I you, I’d start damned quick.”

Rodriguez let his calculating gaze play over the armed men who opposed him. He passed over Michael, then came back to him, a question in his eyes. Perhaps he was puzzled by the hatred in Michael’s face. He asked, “Do I know you?”

Michael moved his finger away from the trigger, struggling not to shoot the man. “We met, once.”

“I do not remember it.” Rodriguez looked back at Eli. “You are not so many as we.”

“I can’t argue about that. Your men could whup us in a minute. But you wouldn’t live to see it.” His voice grated like a rasp. “You’d be the first one dead.”

Lucero declared, “Rodriguez, you have murdered many of my people. I would kill you now like a mad dog.”

Rodriguez’s eyes narrowed. “I know you. There is a price on your head, Lucero.”

Nicolas Galindo had trembled a little at first, awed by so many armed men. Now he was emboldened to address the soldiers on either side of Rodriguez. Michael could only guess at what he said, but the words were impassioned, the gestures broad. He heard the words gachupín and mestizo. He surmised that Galindo was urging them to turn against the officer and join the rebellion. Some appeared to be wavering.

Rodriguez did not long tolerate the speech. He cut in with one of his own, his eyes raking the men. The words were delivered like a lashing, and Michael could see some of the men flinch. Rodriguez turned his attention back to Galindo. He addressed him by name, and also called upon Sergeant Zaragosa.

Eli said, “You can’t arrest them. You’re off of your grounds.”

The lieutenant made a chilling smile. “I have seen the sergeant’s wife. A handsome woman. Think of her in prison, turned over to the pleasure of the vilest guards I can find. Think of her swollen like a cow, giving birth on a dungeon floor to a bastard child … if she lives that long.” He repeated the words in Spanish.


Zaragosa cursed him. Galindo went crimson.

Rodriguez lost the cold smile, but not the cruelty in his eyes. “She has family. They have aided in this treason. I shall see that all of them pay.”

Trembling in rage, Zaragosa tried to arise from the bench but could not remain on his feet. He sank back.

Rodriguez said something more in Spanish. Michael saw the bluster go out of Galindo. Eli’s and Lucero’s faces had turned grim. Rodriguez gave Eli a moment’s final consideration. “I do not know you, old man, but I suspect you are one of the americano smugglers who traffics in our country. If ever I catch you there …”

Pleasant spat toward the feet of the officer’s horse. “You never have yet.” He waved the muzzle of his rifle. “You gave them ten minutes to make up their minds. I’m givin’ you just one.”

Rodriguez turned, snapped an order, and started toward the river. Michael lowered his rifle. “Ten minutes to do what?”

Eli gave Zaragosa and Galindo a look of pity. “If they don’t start across the river in ten minutes, he’s goin’ after their families back in Bexar.”

Michael felt numb. “He wouldn’t.”

“Like hell he wouldn’t.”

Two of the soldiers hung back as the rest rode down the sloping bank and into the river. They talked between themselves until Rodriguez snarled an order, then they spurred to catch up.

Eli said to Michael, “I’m proud of you. I seen your face when you was lookin’ at Rodriguez. I was afraid you was fixin’ to start a war any minute. Was I you, I’d’ve done it.”

Michael’s voice was strained. “It was all I could do to keep from shootin’ him right where his eyes and his nose come together.”

“There’d’ve been dead men layin’ all over this place now, and most of them would’ve been us.”

Nicolas Galindo stood before Zaragosa in dismay. The two argued. Eli explained, “Each one of them says it’s him
Rodriguez really wants. Each of them wants to go and leave the other one here.”

Michael frowned. “The sergeant don’t look like he could make it across the river.”

Eli grunted. “That’s as far as he would get. Rodriguez would shoot him the minute he sets foot back in Texas.”

Galindo made a decision. He strode toward his horse, still half wet from the crossing. Zaragosa called desperately, “Espere, Nicolas,” and tried to wave him back. He pushed to his feet, took one step, and sank back upon the bench. “Nicolas. Nicolas.”

Guadalupe Lucero followed Galindo, arguing. It was to no avail. Galindo swung up onto his horse, took one forlorn glance at his brother-in-law, then turned the mount down toward the river. Lucero’s shoulders slumped. “I tried to tell him we would trail after Rodriguez and kill him before he gets to the family. He thinks if he gives himself up Rodriguez will be satisfied.”

Zaragosa struggled to his feet again. “Please. Please, take me where I can see.”

Michael handed his rifle to Andrew and went to the sergeant’s aid. Arm around Michael’s shoulder, Zaragosa managed to move to a point that gave him a view of the river.

Galindo’s horse was swimming. Zaragosa made the sign of the cross. Galindo’s animal found solid footing and started out of the shallow water on the Texas side. Rodriguez rode out to the edge of the river to meet him. Michael saw the officer’s hand come up with a pistol.

Lucero shouted a warning, but it was futile. The pistol flashed. Galindo buckled under the impact, grabbed wildly at the saddle, then slipped over the horse’s shoulder and into the water. For a moment his arms thrashed, then he went still. The current picked him up, and his body drifted down the river, lifeless as a broken tree limb.

“Lord Jesus!” Michael said. He felt Zaragosa stiffen in shock. The sergeant cried out in helpless fury.

On the far side, Rodriguez appeared to be having problems
with his troops. He drew his sword and waved it threateningly. After a bit one soldier split off from the group and started swimming his horse back across. Michael thought for a moment he might be deserting to the Louisiana side, but Rodriguez made no attempt to stop him.

Michael raised his rifle. Zaragosa cried, “No, please. That is Talamantes. He is a good boy.”

The young Talamantes came out of the water and pushed his horse up the slope to the cabin. Shame was in his eyes as he approached Zaragosa. He did not dismount but spoke apologetically from the saddle.

Eli translated. “He says the soldiers didn’t know Rodriguez was fixin’ to do that.”

Michael demanded, “What could they have done if they did?”

“Could’ve shot him, is about all.”

“They’re soldiers. They wouldn’t do that.”

“They will sooner or later. When the rebellion comes.”

Talamantes looked at the ground while he spoke to the sergeant. Eli said, “Rodriguez sent him to tell Zaragosa that Galindo wasn’t enough. He wants Zaragosa too, and right now. Otherwise he’s goin’ after the family just like he said he would.”

Zaragosa seemed drained. His gaze went to Michael. “Please, bring my horse.”

Michael did not move. “You saw what happened to Galindo. You’ll never come out of that river alive.”

“I have no choice,” Zaragosa cried. “My wife, my child.”

“Even if you was to die, Rodriguez’d go after your family, just for revenge.” Michael looked to Eli and Lucero for support.

Eli said, “He’s right. You know what Rodriguez is. Your blood won’t be enough for him.”

“What else is there for me to do?”

Lucero said in English, so all could understand, “I tried to tell Galindo. He would not listen. All the way from Bexar, Rodriguez hunted you. Now all the way back, we can hunt Rodriguez. Somewhere, we will have our chance.”


“I have not the strength.”

“I have the strength, and more than enough dead family to give me reason. Leave Rodriguez to me.”

In the determined face of Guadalupe Lucero, Michael could see that Rodriguez was as good as dead, unless he killed Lucero first. Lucero spoke to the soldier Talamantes in Spanish.

Talamantes looked reluctantly across the river toward the waiting officer and made a reply.

Eli explained to Michael, “Lucero told him to say Zaragosa ain’t comin’. The soldier says Rodriguez’ll have to figure that out for himself. Boy says next time he goes back to Texas it’ll be to fight the gachupínes.”

Zaragosa nodded his approval of Talamantes’s choice. “But now I have no way to send an answer to Rodriguez.”

Michael strode over with arms extended, offering his rifle. “This speaks all languages.”

Zaragosa was unable to raise the rifle. Michael took hold of it near the muzzle. He turned his back and laid the long barrel across his shoulder to steady it. He said, “Fire!”

The rifle cracked. A splash of water blossomed just short of the opposite edge, and dust puffed as the bullet skipped up the bank. A couple of the horses danced in excitement. Rodriguez fought for control of his own. Though his voice did not carry across the river, his brisk and angry movements gave testimony to his reaction. He rode up the bank and across the floodplain, his eight remaining soldiers strung out behind him.

Michael said, “Pity he didn’t hit him.”

Lucero said, “I will hit him. When he is safely out of sight, I will go after him.”

Michael fixed his gaze on the retreating Spanish soldiers. “Not by yourself. I’m goin’ with you.”

Eli Pleasant objected. “It ain’t your fight. One mistake and you’ll die over there the same way your daddy did.”

Michael’s eyes narrowed as he nodded toward Zaragosa. “I owe that man. And I owe Rodriguez. I don’t intend to make no mistakes.”

“We all make mistakes. Even me.”


Michael remained unmoved by Eli’s arguments. Eli mumbled an epithet under his breath. “You’re a full-growed man with the look of your daddy in your eyes; I know I can’t change your mind. So I’ll make a mistake too. I’ll go with you.”

“That ain’t necessary.”

“I ain’t talkin’ about necessary. I’m talkin’ odds. Three of us would have a better chance over there than two.”

“Four,” Andrew said.

Michael turned fiercely on his brother. “Not you. I’ll not go home and tell our mother how I went and let you get yourself killed. You’ll stay on this side of the river. The sergeant can’t take care of himself. He’ll need your help.”

Andrew tried to argue, but Michael cut him off abruptly. “You’re stayin’, and that’s the last I want to hear about it.”

Young Talamantes looked from one to another, following the back-and-forth shuffle of the conversation but understanding none of it. Lucero told him the gist in a few words.

Eli said, “We can’t take no pack mule. Can’t do no huntin’ over there neither, not till the job is done. Come in the cabin with me, Michael. We’ll pack up a few necessaries to carry on our saddles.”

Talamantes helped Zaragosa back to the bench. Zaragosa seemed shamed by his helplessness. “I should be the one to kill Rodriguez. I owe it to Nicolas.”

Lucero said, “Galindo was right about the revolution. It is coming. Even Rodriguez knows, and he is frightened of it. You can pay what you owe Galindo by staying here until you get well and can take Galindo’s place.”

“But this is not my country.”

“It is a good country. And someday, when the time is right, we will go home together to our country.”
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MICHAEL WAS of a mind to start immediately after Lieutenant Rodriguez, to get on his trail while the dust still lingered behind the Spaniards’ horses. Eli Pleasant counseled caution.

“Like as not he’ll post a man to hang behind and watch his backtrail a while. If we was to go chasin’ after him like some little feist dog after a bear, he’d turn and gobble us up. No, we need to give him time. We’ll catch him nappin’ and gobble him up.”

“And just how’ll we do that?” Michael demanded, looking first at Eli, then at Lucero. Lucero gave him no answer, but he was grimly rubbing the sharp edge of a knife against the leg of his trousers, a knife with a blade as long as his hand.

Eli said, “They outnumber us three to one. We got to take him by surprise and give him as little chance as we can. No chance’d be better.”

Michael found the thought distasteful. “You’re talkin’ about ambushin’ him.”

“Son, I got to know your daddy pretty good. I imagine he taught you about the Christian way, and never hittin’ the other man first, and all such as that. I know the way he thought. But the way he thought got him killed. There ain’t nothin’ Christian nor fair about this Rodriguez. If we treat
him like there is, he’ll live to see us all dead. We got to take him any way we can. By surprise for sure, when he ain’t lookin’. In the back, if we can. In his sleep would be the best. You want him dead, don’t you?”

“I’d want him to know it’s happenin’ to him, and why. What you’re talkin’ about ain’t fittin’ and proper.”

“Fittin’ is whatever’ll get the job done and bring us all back amongst the livin’. When Ol’ George Washington and his boys whupped the British, they didn’t always go out in the open and charge like a wild bull. They hit them redcoats in ambush and got the hell out of there, and come back and hit them another day. My ol’ daddy was in some of that, and he told me. War ain’t no Christian thing, and this is war.”

Lucero nodded grimly. “We are a long way from the church.”

They ate while they waited. The soldier Talamantes carefully cleaned Sergeant Zaragosa’s swollen and angry arm, wrapping a fresh cloth around it. His deferential manner told Michael a great deal about his respect for the sergeant, a respect Michael assumed the other soldiers shared. It fit with his own recollection of a man who defied an officer’s order and let a wounded boy live, likely at some jeopardy to himself. Michael could only hope gangrene did not develop, or Zaragosa would be buried in an alien land far from home, just as Michael’s father had been.

Michael kept expecting his brother to resume the argument about going along. He was surprised that Andrew kept his peace. Learning, Michael thought. He’s finally found out there are situations where he can’t find anything funny.

Eli decided it was time to go. The three mounted their horses and started down toward the river. Eli suddenly raised his hand. A horseman was swimming across to meet them. His uniform showed he was one of Rodriguez’s soldiers. Three rifles were trained on him as he brought his horse up out of the shallows, dripping water onto the dry bank. The soldier, about Michael’s age, raised both hands to show he meant no harm. Eli and Lucero moved forward to meet him and took the escopeta that was the soldier’s only weapon.
Michael listened to the quick flow of Spanish back and forth between them and wished he could understand.

If I stay in this part of the country I’ll have to make myself learn how to talk it, he told himself reluctantly. That would be a load, on top of learning the French.

At length Eli turned in the saddle. “Rodriguez left him behind to stand watch, like I figured. But he’s loyal to Zaragosa. He deserted.”

Michael was unsure. “Can we trust him?”

“I think so. Says the whole bunch is tired of the lieutenant’s abuse. They come near to mutiny when Rodriguez shot that poor Galindo out of the saddle. If he hadn’t had a sword and a loaded rifle, they’d’ve all left him and come to sanctuary.”

Lucero approvingly clapped the young soldier on the shoulder and started to hand the escopeta back to him but paused to blow the gunpowder out of the pan. Trust was one thing, caution another. The soldier took no offense. He answered one more question for Lucero, then rode on up toward the cabin.

Eli explained, “Me and Lucero, we figured Rodriguez would go to Nacogdoches first. It ain’t no sight of a ride, and he needs fresh horses and supplies for the long trip south. But the boy says he’s headed straight for Bexar instead. Probably afraid of more desertions, or even a revolt He wants to get far from this river, as fast as he can. You ready?”

“Been ready.”

Michael took a final look up toward the cabin before he edged his horse into the water. Andrew stood with the young Talamantes and the newly-arrived soldier, watching. Andrew raised one hand in a silent farewell. Michael only nodded in return and gave his attention to the river.

He felt his heart swell as Big Red swam toward the Texas shore. His mind went back to that first crossing with Papa and the other Tennesseans, to a time bright with hope and promise and adventure, the thrill of coming into a new and unknown land. As the horse brought him out on the other side, Michael knew a sudden wild and unexpected exhilaration. After all these years, I am back in Texas!


If compelled, he would admit that the land looked much the same on the Texas side of the river; the vegetation was the same, and the sweet green smell of it on the wind. But something was different, something intangible. Michael knew the difference came from within himself. The magic was not in the land, it was in the idea. But magic it was, whatever the source. He allowed his memory full rein, carrying him back to those first grand happy days, to the shining dream in his father’s eyes.

The tracks of the soldiers’ horses were easy to follow, and Rodriguez evidenced no attempt to make it difficult. He probably had little fear of anyone coming after him from the Louisiana side. If he was afraid of anything, it was probably his own men. It would be obvious to him, after a while, that he had suffered another desertion, that the steel-edged discipline he had imposed upon his command was breaking down. It was, Lucero declared, indicative of the breaking of Mother Spain’s long hold on colonial Mexico. Eli, old enough to remember some of it, said it was not unlike the American colonies’ final break from King George and England. Rodriguez represented to Mexico somewhat the same symbol that the loyalist Tories had represented to the American colonies. And when the inevitable break finally came, he must know he would suffer the consequences.

Except that Michael, Eli, and Lucero did not intend for him to live that long.

The trail became fresher as late afternoon wore on toward dusk. Once, as the three riders topped a small rise, they sighted the soldiers far ahead. Eli halted immediately and stepped down from his horse to present less of a profile against the horizon. He led the animal to the edge of a screening grove of trees. Michael and Lucero joined him.

Michael squinted, then placed the tips of his forefingers to the corners of his eyes and stretched the skin to sharpen his vision, a trick he had seen his father use. “They haven’t shown any excitement. I doubt they saw us. Best I can tell, Rodriguez is bringin’ up the rear. Tryin’ to keep all his men
in sight so none of them can drop off behind him and make a run back for the Sabine.”

Eli said, “We’ll just foller along slow and easy. Our best go is to slip into their camp tonight and see if we can catch him unawares.” He gave Michael a quick and questioning glance.

Michael said nothing, though he suspected his face revealed his distaste for the tactic.

They rested the horses a while, giving Rodriguez time to travel a little farther and perhaps encourage him to some degree of complacency, at least about any pursuit. His main concern now would be to keep from losing more of his command.

As they resumed their ride Michael commented, “It may be hard to catch him in his sleep, because he ain’t liable to do much sleepin’. If any more soldiers have desertion on their minds, he knows they’ll take their leave as soon as he starts to snore.”

Eli grumped, “If you come up with a better idee, just tell us.”

Dusk deepened into darkness. The tracks were hard to see. Eli got down from the saddle and began to lead his horse. “We’ll move slow and watch our step,” he said. “Else we’re liable to run upon them before we know it.” Michael and Lucero dismounted as Eli had. They had done little talking along the trail, and now they spoke not at all. When Eli’s horse stumbled and broke wind, the old man froze for a moment. He handed the reins to Michael and walked ahead so he could listen without the horses or the creaking leather handicapping his ability to hear. He came back satisfied that no harm had been done. “I couldn’t hear a damned thing,” he said. “They probably didn’t either.”

Eli grumbled when full darkness made it impossible to see the tracks.

Michael said, “We know their direction. We’ll come upon them by and by.”

Presently he caught the scent of woodsmoke on a light breeze from the west. Then he saw the red glow of a campfire. He tapped Eli’s shoulder. “Found them,” he said triumphantly.


They led their horses to within less than a hundred yards of the camp, near enough for Michael to worry that one of the animals might nicker to the soldiers’ mounts and give them away. But that risk offset another; that when they had completed their mission they might be overrun afoot before they could reach their horses.

It was Michael’s guess that if they killed Rodriguez and nobody else, the soldiers would give them little difficulty. They might even cheer.

The soldiers had made camp on a sparsely-wooded prairie. Michael saw figures moving as black silhouettes between himself and the fire. He whispered to Eli, “How can we pick Rodriguez out from amongst the others? It’s bad enough killin’ him thisaway like a possum in a trap. It’d be a heap sight worse to kill some common soldier by mistake and leave that dirty bastard breathin’.”

Eli said quietly, “We’ll manage,” and motioned for him to sit down. Lucero already had. Eli whispered near Michael’s ear, “They’re still up and movin’ around too much. We’ll wait till they’ve taken to their blankets.”

That was no answer, but it was all Eli was going to offer. The old man stretched himself out on the ground. Michael watched him in surprise. Eli was actually going to try to catch a nap! Michael could only shake his head in disbelief. Lucero sat up, his back against a tree. He whetted the blade of his knife against his leg. It was too dark to see his face, but Michael could guess the emotions which must be tearing at him. They would be something like his own, for Eli had told him of the crimes Rodriguez had perpetrated against Lucero’s family. It was easier to understand Lucero’s willingness to go through with this murder—that was what it would be, murder—than to accept it on Eli’s part. The old man had lived on a rough frontier so long and had seen so much of violence that he must be hardened against dread or remorse.

It was two hours, and perhaps more, before Eli finally raised up, casually stretched his arms, and gave the camp a
leisurely study. Michael had not seen anyone move in some time.

Eli whispered, “You get any sleep?”

“Hell no,” Michael replied. “I don’t see how you could.”

“In my business a man eats when he can and sleeps when he can, because he don’t know when he’ll get his next chance at either one.” He turned to Lucero. “Listo?”

“Listo.” Lucero pushed to his feet.

Michael’s pulse quickened, and he found his lips dry. That seemed strange, because his hands were sticky wet against the long rifle. “How we goin’ to know which one is Rodriguez?”

Eli shrugged and whispered, “We’ll just have to look.”

Michael could not remember when he had heard an answer that told him less. He gritted his teeth in frustration. He was glad Andrew was not here to witness. His brother would take no pride in what they were about to do.

Eli told him, “Me and you, we’ll just leave it up to Lucero. He’ll know. Our job’s to help him get out of the camp alive.”

Lucero had moved his rifle to his left hand. In his right he carried the long knife. Michael shuddered, thinking how that sharp cold blade would feel driving deep between a man’s ribs, or into his throat.

They moved slowly, picking each step to avoid making a noise. The smell of woodsmoke was stronger now; Michael thought he could feel the campfire’s warmth and realized his imagination was running away with him. He told himself he had better take a tighter grip on his nerves if he was going to tote his part of this load.

Eli tapped him on the arm. He pointed his finger toward the camp. Lucero moved away to the left, making a small semicircle to come in from a bit farther around. Eli started to move away from Michael, then paused. He whispered, “You all right?”

Michael nodded stiffly. All right might not be quite the proper description, but he had made up his mind to go along the best he could. He would feel no compunctions about
shooting Rodriguez squarely in the eye if the man were looking at him. Slashing the throat of a sleeping man was something he had not come prepared for. Not even the memory of his father’s murder was enough to steel him for this.

Maybe Rodriguez would be awake, fearing more desertions. Maybe he would see Lucero coming, not in time enough to stop him but in time enough to know what was about to happen to him, and while dying, know he was paying for the cruelties he had wrought upon so many. Maybe as he lay spilling his blood upon the ground, he would even remember the day he had slaughtered Mordecai Lewis and the other Tennesseans. Michael would like to think so.

That took a little of the edge from his distaste for the manner of vengeance.

There should be a guard, but he could not see one. Perhaps Rodriguez did not trust any of his men to move beyond the thin circle of firelight, lest they slip away from him. Michael tried to count the blanket-wrapped figures on the ground near the fire and came up short of the number he knew should be there. His heart was beating even faster now. Where the hell were they?

Near him in the darkness, half blinded by the glow of the fire, Eli walked into a low-hanging tree branch and bumped his head solidly. He lost his footing and staggered forward. The long barrel of his rifle struck the branch again.

From the camp came a cry, “Quién es? Quién es?” There was a guard. Or perhaps the cry came from Rodriguez himself. Michael saw the flash of a rifle or pistol; he could not tell which, and it did not matter. He dropped to his stomach as the swishing sound of the slug passed harmlessly to one side of him. He saw the awakened soldiers fling their blankets aside.

Then, in the firelight, he saw the man he had come for: Rodriguez. His instinct was to jump up and run, to save himself, but his mind told him this was his chance. Lucero’s opportunity was probably spoiled anyway. Lying flat, Michael leveled the rifle and tried vainly to see its sights. He could hardly even see the barrel. He took what he hoped was good
aim on the lieutenant’s belly and squeezed the trigger. The flash blinded him for a second, then he knew with a sinking feeling in his stomach: he had missed. From the camp came several shots, fired in confusion and panic.

Hunched low, Eli Pleasant ran to Michael. “Let’s git! I’ve spilt it.”

Disappointment washed over Michael, overwhelming even his sense of fear. He jumped to his feet and followed Eli in a long run out through the scattered timber toward the horses. They stopped, after a little, and looked back in the direction of the camp. Michael could hear an angry voice shouting, haranguing. That would be Rodriguez.

He expected the soldiers to come spilling after them in hot pursuit. They did not. They fired a few desultory shots into the darkness, but they never ventured into it. Afraid of what might be out there, Michael thought. Or Rodriguez was afraid to let them go beyond his sight. He could still hear the man shouting angrily.

Lucero was a while in showing up. Michael worried that he might have caught one of those bullets fired in haste and panic from within the camp. But Lucero came, appearing suddenly out of the darkness, silent as a shadow. Eli explained in a shamed voice what had happened. “I’m gettin’ too old for this. An old fart like me ought to be settin’ on a front porch someplace with my boots off.”

Lucero accepted the failure without rancor. “It is best. I chose my man. I was about to put my knife in his throat when the guard cried out. Then I saw that I had the wrong one. I would have killed him instead of Rodriguez. It is for the best.”

Michael asked, “Did anybody see you?”

“They were all too excited. But I heard Rodriguez curse the men. He thinks it was one of his own who tried to kill him. He would shoot them all if he could. But he would have only two shots—one from his rifle and one from his pistol—and then they would be on him.”

From the camp came sounds of horses and men stirring around. Michael realized, “They’re breakin camp. They’re movin’ on.”


Eli agreed. “Sure as hell. We got Rodriguez all scared up now. But he’ll be so busy watchin’ his soldiers that he won’t be watchin’ us. That’ll give us a better chance for another shot at him. Let’s get our horses.”

The way toward San Antonio de Bexar was south. It quickly became evident that Rodriquez was traveling west.

“To Nacogdoches,” Lucero said. “He fears his soldiers too much to travel with them all the way to Bexar.”

Eli grunted. “Which means we’ll have a lot less time for that second chance. We’d better be a-ridin’.”
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THE SOLDIERS made enough racket at first that it was easy to follow them in the darkness. But somehow the pursuers lost them after an hour or so. Though Michael listened hard, he no longer heard any horses except their own. All three men tried, one at a time, moving forward while the other two stayed back with the mounts. The only sounds were the birds of the night and the distant howling of two wolves exchanging their nocturnal greetings. Michael cursed under his breath. Though the moon had risen, the light was not enough for following tracks.

Eli and Lucero talked a few minutes in animated Spanish while Michael stood back, feeling left out because he could not understand. Eli explained, finally. “We know they’re headed for Nacogdoches. We’ll keep riding the same direction so they don’t gain too much on us. Come mornin’ we ought to cut their sign.”

“And when we catch up to them, what?”

Eli grunted. “I ain’t got no more notion than a one-eyed squirrel. We’ll figure it out when the time comes.”

Daylight found them picking their way through an area too wooded to be considered an open prairie but without enough trees to be a forest. The soldiers were neither to be seen nor heard. The three set a diagonal course generally
northward for a while, then cut southward again without finding tracks. It became evident to Michael that whatever their other talents might be, neither Eli nor Lucero would ever gain recognition for their ability as trackers.

“I sort of wish Andrew was with us now,” Michael said. “Papa taught him to track a bird flyin’ across solid rock.”

Eli pointed out, “As I recollect, it was you told him he couldn’t come.”

“And I was right. But just this minute we could use him. There’s got to be tracks here somewhere.”

Lucero frowned. “Unless …”

Michael turned. “Unless what?”

“Unless we have passed them. Unless they are behind us, not in front of us.”

Eli brightened. “Now, that could be. If they slowed down for some reason, we could’ve gone on one side of them or the other and never knowed it. If we was to make us a little vuelta back the way we come …” He did not wait for concurrence; he just started riding. Lucero nodded at Michael, and they hurried to catch up to the old man.

They came upon the soldiers suddenly and unexpectedly, the meeting a jolting surprise to both sides. They gaped at each other across the space of a small clearing. Holding his breath until his lungs ached, Michael recognized Rodriguez. The officer spurred to come around in front of his horsemen. He had been riding behind them, keeping them all in sight lest some of them drop away. Shouting, he pointed his saber at the Americans. Michael leveled his rifle at the officer and fired, but Big Red was dancing nervously, sensing the excitement. For the second time, Michael missed a clear shot at Rodriguez.

Eli yelled, “Dammit, boys, we’ve spilt it again!” He whipped his horse about and put him into a hard run. Michael and Lucero were but a half length behind him. Looking back, Michael thought Rodriguez and the soldiers might be gaining. It was certain they were not losing any ground.

Someone fired a shot. Eli’s horse stumbled, went to its
knees, then scrambled unsteadily back to its feet. Hauling up quickly and facing back around to help, Michael saw blood welling from the animal’s shoulder. Eli jumped to the ground. Michael freed his left stirrup so Eli could jam a foot into it and swing up behind him. The maneuver, though it took but a moment, allowed the soldiers to halve the space between them and their quarry. Lucero fired his rifle in their direction in an effort to slow them.

The soldiers would not be long in overtaking a horse burdened by two riders. In desperation Michael looked for some kind of protection. Ahead lay a depression, a washout created by runoff water. It wasn’t much, but he saw nothing else. He pointed it out to Lucero, who was trying in vain to reload his rifle on the back of his running horse.

Eli shouted in his ear, “Drop me off there and keep a-goin’. You can outrun them without me.”

“They’ll kill you,” Michael protested.

“They’ll kill us all if you stop.”

For a wild moment the temptation for self-preservation was strong. But Michael knew he could not yield to it. Had it not been for Eli Pleasant he would have died in Texas five years ago. Now he could not abandon Eli here to die alone, even though by staying with him he might only insure that they die together.

The sorrel horse stumbled and fell as they rode down the steep wall of the washout. Michael rolled free and sprang to his feet, never losing his hold on the rifle. Eli scrambled, the horse almost stepping on him in its struggle to regain its feet. Lucero found a gentler slope and came down to join them as Michael turned to face the soldiers and furiously began reloading his rifle. Eli fired a shot that clipped the green grass in front of Rodriguez. The soldiers reined up and quickly looked for cover. Rodriguez railed at them in vain to continue the charge. But he made no effort to proceed alone.

Eli threw himself against the steep earthen wall and leveled his reloaded rifle across the top of it. He muttered, “Hold still so I can get a bead on you, you son of a bitch!”
He fired at Rodriguez. Quickly reloading his own rifle, Michael saw the officer grab at his side.

Eli declared, “Finally nicked him, by God. But I didn’t get him in the vitals, more’s the pity.”

For a moment, until Eli and Lucero reloaded their rifles, they would have been vulnerable to a charge. But the soldiers did not press it, and the moment was lost. All three men quickly had their weapons ready and waiting for a target.

Rodriguez, the target of preference, had retreated behind trees and put himself out of immediate jeopardy.

Michael had time now to survey their position. It was poor. Though the steep bank protected them from the point where the soldiers were, a higher slope behind would leave them exposed should any of the troops work their way around. To do so would momentarily put the soldiers in the line of fire. Michael suspected that was a chance Rodriguez would sooner or later decide to take—with his men’s lives, though probably not with his own.

Eli commented dryly, “If we’d had a little more time, I feel like we could’ve found ourselves a better place to light.”

Lucero pointed out what Michael had already observed, that they were vulnerable from the rear. It would be only a question of time before Rodriguez would press for that advantage. “We will die if we remain here,” Lucero said.

Michael replied, “We’ll die if we try to leave.”

Eli gave them both a look like a weary teacher frowning down upon a pair of dullard students. “If you ain’t got somethin’ useful to say, what’s the use in talkin’ atall?” He pointed to the wide patch of open ground between the gully and the little clump of trees where the soldiers waited uncertainly. “They ain’t wantin’ to charge us across there, I don’t think, not into three loaded rifles. Eight to three ain’t fine odds when you know that three of the eight are sure as hell goin’ to die.”

Michael said, “But they could work around to that high ground yonder and pick us off.”

“They’ll have a hard time reachin’ it without us gettin’
them first. They know that. So all we got to do is wait for dark and then slip out of here.”

“Dark?” Michael demanded. “It’s still mornin’.”

“The time’ll pass,” Eli said confidently.

Michael remembered his mother reading something out of the Bible about people who had the faith of the mustard seed.

A little to his left, a knoll overlooked the clump of trees, much as the rising ground behind them overlooked the gully in which they had taken refuge. If one of them could reach that knoll he could make the soldiers’ present position untenable. Michael pondered his chances of getting there. The odds were about those of an icicle in Hell.

The soldiers were quiet a while, occasionally firing a shot to kick up dust at the edge of the washout, just a reminder, if one was needed, that they were still there and contemplating the next move. Once voices rose in anger, the loudest of them Rodriguez’s.

Eli listened. “He’s tryin’ to force them to make a run across that open ground. They’re tellin’ him to do it hisself.”

Lucero nodded in satisfaction. “Perhaps he will die here at their hands and not at ours.”

“That’d be fittin’,” Michael said. “But I’m a lot more worried about us dyin’ at their hands.”

The sun reached its midday peak and started down on the western side of a wide-open sky. Its summer heat bore heavily upon Michael, for it was stronger here than back in Tennessee, and this gully afforded no shade other than his hat. Burning sweat worked down into his eyes. He had to keep rubbing them to see. It bothered him a little that Eli could be so relaxed. He supposed the old smuggler had been in and out of so many tight places in his life that he could be dispassionate about it. Michael had been in several, but indifference was not in his makeup.

He said, “You know they’ll come at us one way or another.”

Eli nodded without expression. “I expect so. Was I them, I would. They know we’ll otherwise get away after dark.”


“You ever given much thought to dyin’, Eli?”

Eli shook his head. “Never was interested in it, much. Always rather think about livin’. There’s more future in that.”

“I come near dyin’ in Texas once already.”

Eli nodded toward Lucero. “So’ve him and me. We all have. And we’re all still here. So why not take what you’ve got and enjoy it while you can?”

“Ain’t much here to enjoy.”

“Sure there is. Sunshine instead of rain. Birds singin’ in the trees. A man takes his blessin’s where he finds them.”

During the long wait Michael took refuge from the grim present by allowing his mind to wander back to Tennessee, to Papa, to Mama, to Joseph and little Jonathan, and the other brothers and sisters and cousins he had left there. Now, facing a strong probability that he would never see the sun go down, he asked himself why he could not have been content there, why he had always had an itch to hunt for a better place. It was a restlessness he had inherited from Papa, and Papa from his father. It was a Lewis family curse, a restlessness that had no cure, for Papa had hunted all his life and not found a place where he could long remain content. Somewhere, there was always something better.

A better place … this was sure as hell not it.

He thought again of the pleasurable night he had lain in the blankets with Sally Boone, and that memory led him finally to Marie Villaret. He thought of dark eyes, of dark hair he wished he could run his hand through now, of soft lips that had pressed eagerly against his own, that had invited him to stay. Her memory came as a melancholy reminder of what he was about to lose. Yet it was also a solace of sorts, and he thought perhaps he understood why his restless father had married in spite of all the good reasons not to. No matter how long or how far Mordecai had roamed, he always knew the comfort of having a place to go home to, a woman to go home to, loving him regardless of his shortcomings, taking him for richer or poorer, mostly poorer, accepting him for what he was though this sometimes brought her more than her proper portion of pain.


Marie would be like that. And maybe for her he could change. Maybe for her he could put aside the wanderlust. Maybe, like his older brother Joseph, he could find contentment in home and hearth and settle down to being a husband and a farmer.

Thinking of Marie, of his family back home, he wondered darkly: if he died here, would they ever know? Or would they go through the years uncertain what had become of him, knowing only that he had ridden off into the Texas country and was swallowed up in its vastness, never to be seen or heard of again. The thought left him empty and cold.

He asked, “Eli, you ever been married?”

Eli pondered. “Depends on what you consider married. Never had a preacher read no words or sign no papers, but there’s been women that I sort of had an arrangement with. We just taken it for granted that we was married without all the fuss and feathers. We had all the benefits without the complications. Time come when we didn’t get along no more, we wasn’t held by nothin’ but a slipknot. Worked out pretty good.”

Michael couldn’t see his father and mother living under such an arrangement. He didn’t think he could see himself doing it either. “It doesn’t seem like enough,” he said.

Eli studied him knowingly. “You must’ve left a girl back yonder in Tennessee.”

“No, not in Tennessee.”

Eli grunted. “Then it’s Marie. No, my kind of partnership wouldn’t work with a girl like her. If you want to put your boots under her bed you’ll have to have everything wrote up legal and proper. Ain’t nothin’ temporary about her kind, and there oughtn’t to be. She’s like your mama; she’s for life.”

Sadness crept into Michael’s voice. “If I have any life left.”

Eli shook his head. “You’re too young to die, and me and Lucero are too omery. Every bad tight I was ever in, somethin’ always come along at the last minute.”

Michael looked over the edge of the gully and felt his pulse pick up. “It’d better come along pretty quick.”


Two soldiers had left the trees. They were trying to skirt around to cross over the gully at a shallow point and reach the higher ground behind it. Michael did not want to kill anyone except Rodriguez. He took careful aim and fired. One of the soldiers stumbled and fell, Michael’s bullet in his leg. The other paused in confusion, then stopped to help him to his feet. He started back toward the trees, the wounded man’s arm around his shoulder. He looked fearfully toward the gully, expecting to be cut down.

Eli said, “A damned shame to have to shoot some poor soldier that probably joined the army just to get hisself enough to eat.”

Michael’s conscience nagged him a little, but self-preservation was a stronger consideration. He could hear an angry voice from the trees. Rodriguez was cursing the unwounded soldier for not proceeding on his mission and letting the other one lie there.

Lucero shouted across at Rodriguez to quit sending boys out to do a job that required a man. “Come yourself if you are not seven kinds of a cringing coward!”

At least that was the translation as Eli gave it to Michael. Michael suspected Eli had not bothered with all the fine details.

Lucero held up his hand, signaling for silence. His face twisted as he tried hard to hear the words that carried across from the trees. “They come pretty soon now,” he said grimly. “Rodriguez is saying he will kill the first man who turns back.”

“Damn!” Eli clenched his fist. “I do hate shootin’ them boys when it’s him we come for. We’ll likely never see him.”

The trees became ominously silent. Michael wiped sweat from his burning eyes and from the palms of his hands. He grimly set his mind on Marie in an effort to avoid thinking about what was coming. Lucero crossed himself. Eli grunted, “Damned rheumatism was fixin’ to git me anyway.”

A shot echoed across the opening. Michael thought for a moment it was the signal for a charge. He heard shouting from within the trees, but it was not what he would have expected
from soldiers starting a run against the enemy. It sounded more like panic.

He saw a slight movement from the top of the knoll that overlooked the trees. It came to him that the shot had originated there, not from the soldiers. And it had been directed into the trees.

After about the time it would take a man to reload a rifle, a second shot cracked, and another shout arose from among the soldiers. Several, maneuvering to get away from this new source of danger, let themselves become exposed to the three men in the gully. But those men held their fire. They waited for Rodriguez to appear in their sights.

Eli frowned in puzzlement, staring toward the knoll. “Friend of yours, Lucero?”

Lucero shook his head. “I cannot see. I do not know who it could be.”

Michael knew. Pride surged as recognition came. “That brother of mine … he’ll follow me to his death someday.”

Eli’s jaw dropped. “Andrew?”

Michael nodded. “Andrew. When he was a kid he used to follow me out a-huntin’ after I’d tell him he couldn’t. He followed me across Tennessee after I said I was goin’ alone.”

Eli’s smile returned. “Seems to me I remember a boy that follered after his daddy one time.”

Michael heard a violent argument behind the trees. Though the language was foreign to him, he recognized cursing when he heard it. He heard a shot, a cry of pain, then a babble of furious voices. He saw a surging of men backward and forward, though he could not tell what they were doing.

A man burst out of the trees on horseback, spurring eastward. Even at the distance, Michael knew the uniform.

Rodriguez!

From the knoll came another shot, meant for the horseman. Michael fired his own rifle, though at the range it was a futile gesture. He indulged in a little cursing of his own, in the best of Tennessee American.

A soldier came out of the trees, waving a cloth that at
some time had been white. Eli and Lucero glanced at each other. Lucero shouted across the opening. The soldier took a couple more uncertain steps, shouting back. Several other soldiers came out, laying down their rifles, raising their hands.

Andrew disappeared from the knoll. In a minute he reappeared on horseback. He rode up as the remaining soldiers came out into the open, all but three. One was the soldier who had Lucero’s bullet in his leg. Another, older than the rest, lay on his back, dying. The third was doing what he could to tend him.

Eli and Lucero climbed out of the gully and walked forward to meet the soldiers. Michael reloaded his rifle as a precaution and followed. Andrew raised his hand in the slightest of greetings. He was grinning. “What’ve you fellers been doin’ out in the sunshine? The shade’d been a lot cooler.”

Michael was unsure whether to hug his neck or kick him where his legs joined together in the back. “Little brother, you are a vexation and a pain.”

Andrew’s grin did not flicker. “But handy, just the same. Looked to me like you was fixin’ to have a little difficulty gettin’ out of that ditch.”

“How’d you find us?”

“Just followed your tracks. It wasn’t no big thing.”

Eli shook Andrew’s hand and said he was middlin’ glad to see him. Then he turned to Michael. “The boys say the wounded man in yonder is an old soldier named Sanchez. When Andrew started shootin’ into the trees and broke up the charge, Rodriguez tried to make the men come against us anyway. Ol’ Sanchez, he put up an argument, said there wasn’t no more of them goin’ to die for a gachupín who was fixin’ to lose his head anyway soon’s the revolution started. Told Rodriguez if he knowed what was good for him he’d make a run for Louisiana and take sanctuary. Rodriguez shot him.

“Rodriguez grabbed him a rifle and held off the soldiers while he got his horse. They told him he’d better head for
Louisiana, because if he went to Nacogdoches or to Bexar they’d find him and kill him for what he done to Sanchez.”

Michael looked toward the east. Rodriguez was no longer in sight. “That’s the direction he took, all right, toward the Sabine.”

Lucero said, “Then let us get him.” He turned and trotted back toward his horse, still safe in the deep gully. Eli shouted, “Andrew, catch me one of the soldiers’ horses.”

Michael sprinted for the gully and Big Red.
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LIEUTENANT ARMANDO Rodriguez was not frightened so much as simply outraged. He slowed his horse once he was beyond sight of the soldiers he had left behind, and those americanos whose reason for being on Spanish soil he had not attempted to question. Smugglers, probably, or plain bandits. Either way, they should have died, and would have, had it not been for cowardice and treachery among his own men. He seethed with indignation at the mutinous behavior, and over the fact that under the circumstances he had no choice but to retreat from superior numbers. But it would be temporary. He would be back, and the bastards would hang!

What galled most of all was that he, an officer and by the right of birth a gentleman, had been forced to back away from inferior men who should deem it an honor to curry his horse. That was the natural consequence of permitting those of lower station to presume rights to which the circumstances of their births had not entitled them. The Spanish conquistadores who first took this land for God and king had not done so with an olive branch and a gentle hand; they had conquered the savages with fire and sword, with whip and chain. Gentle words were for the mission padres, who preached of peace but cried to the military for help when they could not control their primitive charges. It was the military who knew how to contend
with the recalcitrants, first among the Indians and later among the mixed-race mestizos who arose out of the union of lusty Spaniards with the native Indian women.

That had been the first failure of the purebloods, Rodriguez had always believed, the recognition of these mongrel hordes as citizens, granting them rights that should have been reserved for the gente de razón, the people of reason.

Rodriguez had often demonstrated the proper cure for rebellion: death, swift and without mercy. Show the least sign of softness and the unleashed dogs would cut him to pieces. A while ago they almost had, and all because, badly outnumbered, he had briefly brooked argument and allowed them to become emboldened. He had corrected his impropriety by shooting down that insolent old Sanchez the way he should have done a long time ago, the way he should have done the disloyal Sergeant Elizandro Zaragosa. As for the others, they would see Rodriguez again. They would die like the dogs they were, whining for mercy until the ropes choked off their cries and their faces turned black in the strangling. And their families—those who had any—would share in his righteous wrath.

He savored the image as he savored the thought of returning one day to the proper environment for a gentleman. Monclova perhaps, or even Mexico City itself, where the wine was good, the conversation stimulating, the women beautiful and properly appreciative of an officer who had done his duty to the crown.

But now he must see to the necessities of the moment. Before yesterday he had never crossed into the territory of the United States; the thought had always been distasteful, for the Americans were a rude and greedy people, unmindful of the deference due a gentleman by his inferiors. That he was obliged to do so now, almost as a fugitive, was a humiliating circumstance for which many would be called upon to pay, and soon.

He could feel the horse tiring beneath him, its pace labored. He slowed to a walk and finally dismounted, leading the mount into deep shade beneath a large oak. He loosened
the saddle to allow the animal to breathe more easily. There had been few better horses in Bexar than this one, but much had been demanded of it … the long pursuit after the insurrectionist Galindo and the turncoat Zaragosa … the aborted ride toward Nacogdoches … the retreat just now from the soldiers’ rebellion. He probably would not find as good a one in Louisiana … another indignity for which he would exact a stern price from those who had wronged him.

He had rested the horse for perhaps twenty minutes when he saw riders coming. He tensed, counting them. Four. These were not his traitorous soldiers, in pursuit of him. They must be those damned Americans. He had first seen them yesterday at the cabin on the east side of the Sabine with the arrogant mestizo rebel Lucero who had cursed him so darkly. Running into them this morning had been unexpected, as had their fierce defense in the gully. Americans gave up fairly easily most of the time, expecting the sort of lenient treatment they received at the hands of authorities in their own country. That was one reason they would all be defeated in the long run: they were soft, and forgiving of their enemies.

Perhaps one day Rodriguez would be so fortunate as to lead a strong Spanish force and retake Louisiana for the Spanish crown. If the government were only in the hands of the military instead of so many weak-willed civilian bureaucrats, more interested in enriching themselves than in preserving the empire …

He remounted reluctantly and looked around for a wooded area where he might slip out of sight until the four horsemen passed on. But it became evident as he watched that they were not behind him by happenstance; they were deliberately following his tracks. Alarm stung him like a nettle.

Why? What could this miserable rabble want of him?

He sensed that it would not be wise to stay and ask them. He called upon the tired horse to move into a gallop. When he looked back the four had put their horses into a run and were closing the distance. He tried to remember how far it should be to the river but was unsure. He spurred the horse for all the speed he could wring out of it.


The four riders kept gaining ground, pushing closer. They were within range. If one of them wanted, he could probably jump from his horse and have some chance of hitting Rodriguez with his rifle. Rodriguez swallowed hard, trying to calm his growing anxiety. He found himself on a dimly-beaten trail, formed over a long period of time by the hoofs of many horses.

His pulse racing faster than the horse beneath him, he was almost ready to turn to face them for a fight when he saw the heavy line of trees that marked the river. He saw a cabin on the distant bank and realized it was the one he had visited yesterday in his quest for Galindo and Zaragosa. Those four riders—damn them!—had driven him back to it.

They were pounding hard to close the distance, trying to catch him before he could reach the water. He spurred viciously and plunged in at the place where yesterday he had shot Galindo out of the saddle.

In a moment the horse was swimming. Rodriguez had his hands full to avoid being swept away by the current. He was heavy with armament, a pistol in his belt along with a shot pouch, a saber at his side, a rifle slung over his arm, heavy boots, and spurs. It would not do to be cast off now.

He was in the middle of the stream by the time the riders reached the edge of the water. It was in his mind that when he came to the opposite bank he could turn and shoot two of them while they struggled with the river. With any luck he could reload and get the other two before they could reach him.

Almost to the bank, he lifted his gaze toward the cabin. His eyes widened, for he saw three figures standing there, halfway down the slope. All wore the uniform of Spanish soldiers.

His throat went dry as he recognized Zaragosa and the two young troopers who had deserted yesterday. He tried to shout orders for them to stand by to help him, but the words did not come. One of the soldiers handed Zaragosa a rifle, then stood in front of him to allow the sergeant to level it firmly across his shoulder. He leveled it at Rodriguez.


Rodriguez recovered his voice and shouted, but the shout was without form. It was of surprise and anger and terror, all mixed. He tried to whip the horse around, but it floundered and almost went out from under him.

He saw the rifle flash and felt the blow take him in the chest, a blow like the strike of a broad-edged sword, searing, tearing, driving the breath from him in one long, agonized scream.





The strength dropped out of him. He let go his rifle and grabbed at the saddle with both hands but could not find it. As the animal thrashed, Rodriguez saw the four horsemen coming toward him from the Texas side, and he saw the three figures standing on the Louisiana bank … all this before a blazing glare blinded his eyes and he felt himself sliding … sliding into the water. His arms and legs felt paralyzed, though he tried desperately to move them, to fight the current that caught him. He gasped for breath, but his mouth filled with water as he went under.

In his mind he cried out for mercy, but his weight carried him down, and he made no sound except for his strangling.




 MICHAEL WAS unaware that he had been holding his breath until his lungs began to ache. He heard Eli gritting, “Drown, you bastard! Drown!” There was a momentary swirling of the water where Rodriguez had gone down, but most of it was caused by the panicked thrashing of the lieutenant’s horse, frightened by the shot and fighting the current until its feet found solid ground. The animal went up on the Louisiana shore, dripping. It stopped and shook like a dog, rattling the wet leather of the saddle, flopping the steel stirrups.

Rodriguez never came up. Michael watched in silence until Eli said, “Well, looks like Sergeant Zaragosa taken vengeance out of your hands.”

Michael could see the sergeant on the far bank with the two soldiers, still holding the smoking rifle. He knew a moment of disappointment, but it passed. “The son of a bitch is dead. And he died with his eyes open, knowin’ what was
happenin’ to him, like Papa and so many others he killed. It don’t matter much who pulled the trigger.”

Andrew had drawn up beside him. “Well, the debt has been squared. Now maybe you can get Texas out of your system.”

Michael turned and looked behind him at the open stretch of prairie over which they had ridden. The sun was low now, casting a golden sheen across the land. It was as he had seen it long ago, with Mordecai. He felt reluctant to cross back over to the Louisiana side.

“No, the feelin’ about Texas is as strong as ever. Maybe even stronger now. I want to come back and stay. I been thinkin’ about that man Austin. I wonder if he’s still in Natchitoches?”

Andrew shrugged. “I reckon we’ll just have to go and see.”

The four riders pushed their horses out into the river, not even pausing at the place where Rodriguez had gone down.




 AS THEY approached Natchitoches, Michael stopped each person they met and inquired about Stephen Austin. The first three had never heard of him. The fourth was a French-accented farmer riding a fine black stallion, followed by a slave on a gray mule. The farmer remembered encountering Austin in Villaret’s mercantile store the previous day. He had considered Austin a most agreeable if perhaps misguided young man, whose notions about settling American families among the Spanish in Texas were regrettably unrealistic. Mexico, he said, was like a boiling pot with the lid loose, awaiting only a sufficient buildup of steam to explode into violent convulsions against the excesses of the crown and its official servants.

Michael commented, “I think the lid’s already comin’ undone.”

“And who knows,” the farmer asked, “what will remain in the pot after the fire has burnt itself out?”

Michael and Andrew watched the farmer and the slave
continue on their way westward. Michael gave a sigh of relief. “At least Austin ain’t left for Texas yet.”

“If the Spaniards knew that we already been in Texas, and what we been up to, they might find a cozy spot for us in a dungeon someplace. Or just shoot us, like Rodriguez wanted to.”

“I wasn’t figurin’ on tellin’ them. We’re just a couple of Tennessee farm boys, innocent as the day we was born.”

Andrew smiled. “Not quite that innocent.”

They heard the distant whistle of a steamboat as they came to the edge of town. Andrew declared, “Don’t that set your back to ticklin’? Makes me think of cities I’ve heard of but never seen, like New Orleans and St. Louis.”

“You wouldn’t like them, not for long. You’re a farm boy at heart, little brother. You’re the kind who finds him a place and stays put.”

“Ain’t a thing wrong with that. I thought the whole reason for us comin’ so far was to find us both a place.”

“There’s still a lot of Papa in me. It’ll be a hard thing to fight.”

“But Papa always came home by and by, because he always had somethin’ to come home to. And somebody. You’ve got somebody, Michael. You just got to work up the courage to ask her.”

“I know.” The wish was strong, but so was the concern. “I remember how it used to be with Mama.”

“Mama took Papa the way she found him. Sure, she got lonesome, but you remember the light in her eyes when Papa came home? She wouldn’t’ve traded places with the richest woman in the tidewater.”

They came to the river, where flatboats drifted southward, and two steamboats chuffed busily northward against the reddish current. Natchitoches was up to its elbows in commerce, and loving it from all Michael could see. If Austin succeeded in his plan, this place would become a gateway, even busier than it was now.

Just up from the riverbank he noticed a large tent with several wooden barrels stacked in front and two large wagons
beside it. He recognized the young woman standing beside the tent’s open flaps, next to a crude wooden sign nailed to a post freshly set into the ground. Its awkwardly-formed letters read, Pure Kentuckie whiskie, Sallie Boon prop. Warmth rose in his face. He tried to ride past, but she whistled and hailed him.

“Michael Lewis! You fixin’ to go on like you didn’t even know who I was?”

Sally Boone strode a few paces out from the tent, and Michael knew no graceful way to avoid stopping to talk with her. Uncomfortably he touched his fingers to the brim of his hat. “Howdy, Sally. Glad to see you-all made it in all right.”

She wore a new dress, blazing red and tight enough to be a far better advertisement than the crudely-painted sign. “Wasn’t no more trouble after the Reverend Fairweather got religion. We just set up shop here yesterday, and already we’ve sold enough to halfway pay us for comin’. I never had no idee so many folks here was thirsty for a taste of good Kentucky whiskey. You-all git down and come in for a little drink with us, why don’t you? I’m tickled to see you, and I’m sure Cephus will be too.”

Michael spotted Cephus working inside the tent with the big black man Marcus. He had his doubts about Cephus’s joy in seeing him, especially if Sally had given him any inkling of what had passed between them one long, warm night on the trail. “I reckon we’d better be movin’ on along,” he said apologetically. “We got to go see a man.”

It was tempting to linger. Sally’s smile was infectious, and the red dress improved Michael’s memory for details.

Sally casually took hold of Big Red’s bridle reins, up near the bit so the horse would not move. “Business is lookin’ so good we’re already talkin’ about Cephus goin’ back with the wagons and fetchin’ us a couple more loads.”

“Sounds mighty prosperous.”

“It’ll be lonesome with him gone. Hoped maybe me and you, we might visit sometimes.”

Michael’s face warmed again. “I expect to be goin’ over into Texas pretty soon.”


Sally made no secret of her disappointment. She looked at Andrew. “How about you, little brother?”

Andrew grinned like a bear eating honey. Michael could have kicked him. Andrew said, “I’ll be goin’ with Michael. But it may not be today.”

Sally shrugged. “Well, you both know where I’m at.”

Michael said, “We sure do. And the best of luck to you.”




 BAPTISTE VILLARET told him where to find Austin, down by the river at a set of corrals where he was putting together a string of horses and mules for the long trip to San Antonio de Bexar. Villaret frowned. “You would go with him?”

“If he’ll take us. I’ve set my mind on findin’ a place down there somewhere.”

Villaret stared so hard into Michael’s eyes that Michael had to look away. “May I ask you something, one man to another? My daughter Marie has been crying since you have been gone. Have you an interest in her?”

Michael was taken aback by the directness of the question. “Yes sir, I have.”

Villaret pondered gravely. “I would hope you have no bad intentions toward her.”

Michael remembered his mother; the long, lonely days and nights she had waited in vain for Mordecai to come home. He replied, “Yes sir, I have. The worst you can imagine.”

He found Austin where Villaret said he would, examining some pack animals he had bought for the journey. Michael dismounted and extended his hand. “Remember us, Mister Austin? Michael and Andrew Lewis. Down by the boat landin’ the other day you asked if we’d like to go with you into Texas. Well sir, we would.”

Austin seemed pleased but betrayed reservations. “It will not be an easy trip.”

“Can’t be no harder than what we made comin’ this far. Me and Andrew, we’re purty handy with animals and such like. We think we could be of help to you.”

Austin nodded. “We leave at daybreak.”


Michael shoved out his hand again. “We’ll be here, waitin’.”

As they turned the comer into the street where the Villaret house stood, Andrew reined up. Michael said, “It’s just a little ways more. What’re you stoppin’ for?”

Andrew smiled. “I’ve always come trailin’ after you, like your shadow. But this is one time I don’t think I ought to get in your way. I think I’ll go back and try that whiskey Sally Boone offered.”

“Don’t take too much,” Michael counseled. “And be damned sure you don’t take nothin’ else.”

The smile broadened. “Now, big brother, don’t you be a vexation and a pain.” Andrew turned his horse and went back in the direction he had come.

Michael touched his heels to Big Red’s ribs. At the Villaret house, he saw the slender Marie standing on the big porch, her hands clasped at her breasts. He sensed that she had seen him as soon as he had turned the corner; her father must have told her he would be coming along. She watched him for a minute, then hurried down the steps and came running.

Michael dismounted as Marie ran to him, and they clung to each other in the middle of the dirt street. Michael became aware of neighbors watching, of Mrs. Villaret standing on her porch, wringing her hands in dismay. It did not matter.

He said, “Your daddy asked me if I had bad intentions for you. I told him I did.”

She looked up, a flicker of disappointment in her dark eyes, but she kept her arms tight around him. “The church would frown. But whatever you want of me, you can have. Bad intentions are better than no intentions at all.”

“I’m leavin’ for Texas with Austin tomorrow. The worst thing I could do to you would be to ask you to marry me as soon as I get back.”

She laid her head against his chest. “Then do your worst, Michael Lewis, because I will be here waiting.”
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YESTERDAY NATURE had been quarrelsome. Dark and chilly clouds had scudded ominously inland from the Gulf of Mexico, threatening a drenching cold rain across the gently rolling prairie land and dense forests that stretched westward beyond the flat coastal plain of Texas. An angry wind had lashed the trees, whipping away new leaves still the pale green of early spring. Michael Lewis had pulled his bay horse into the deep woods in search of protection, but the trees had offered only partial shelter from winter’s final revolt against the changing of the season.

He had slept fitfully last night, for an old nightmare he hoped he had finally put behind him had crept back like a thief in the darkness. He had awakened wide-eyed to the sound of his own voice crying out. Afterward he had lain cold and trembling, trying to rewrap his thin woolen blanket around his shoulders in a way that would shut out the chill. But the chill came more from within than from without, and no blanket was thick enough to shield him from a memory too cruel to die.

Today Nature smiled. The skies had cleared. The sun was pleasantly warm, and he had taken off his old woolen coat, remnant of another time back in Tennessee. The wind had dropped to a soft and kindly breeze that carried the hopeful
scent of new grass, the sweetness of wild flowers coming to blossom, and at times the slightest salty hint of the Gulf many long miles eastward. Michael had lived close to Nature all of his twenty-five years; he accepted her blessings with the same equanimity that he endured her torments. Nature had to be taken as she was, for nothing a man could do would change her. The works of men, however, need not be accepted without question, and Michael never had. So now he wandered here, far west of the American settlements, hoping the solitude would give him peace, would help him put down old angers, old ghosts.

Michael Lewis was a tall man, with strong arms and shoulders, though he had a gaunt and hungry look about him, as if he seldom had enough to eat, seldom got a full night’s sleep. Comfort was but an occasional acquaintance, and plenty was a stranger. From the hills of Tennessee to the first American colony in Texas, his next meal had often depended upon the long-barreled rifle he carried. He seldom failed to hit what he saw over the sights, but there were times the rifle stayed cold when game was scarce and he found nothing at which to aim. The shadow of want was often upon him when he left home and hearth for the challenge of unknown lands.

Days behind him waited his French-Spanish wife Marie and a young son Michael had named Mordecai after his father, long since buried. By now Marie probably worried that he might have met with misfortune, for the few days intended had stretched to many. He knew he should be turning back. But the devils which had driven him here had come along with him, and he did not know how to shake free of their torment. It had to do with this land, this Texas, which he had visited with the first Mordecai Lewis almost a decade ago. It had been a forbidden land then, property of the Spanish crown. No longer forbidden, at least by law, it could still at times be forbidding.

This was a Texas which belonged to a newly independent Mexico but had guardedly opened its doors to limited numbers of American settlers under a young Missouri empresario , Stephen F. Austin. An older Austin named Moses,
who had lived under Spanish rule when Spain had owned Missouri, had appealed to colonial authorities in San Antonio de Bexar. He had argued that despite its great size and potential, the interior of Texas had attracted only some two thousand Spanish inhabitants. Even these few were constantly endangered by Indian depredation. As bad or worse were nagging incursions by illegal land seekers who relentlessly pushed across the boundary from Louisiana. For a century or so these had been mostly French. Now that the Louisiana Purchase had transferred a vast region to the United States, they were American in the main. How much better it would be, Austin had reasoned, that legal immigrants be allowed to establish a deterrent to the filibusters and illegal squatters, as well as placing a buffer between the few isolated old Spanish settlements and the Indians who roamed wild and free to the west and north. To that argument he found Spanish ears receptive. If Indians had to kill someone, let it be Americans, the authorities decided.

To Austin, once wealthy but broken by a national money panic, Texas had seemed a promised land. Like an earlier Moses, he had not lived to see his promised land become reality. His son Stephen, frail in body but possessed of a dogged patience and steely determination, had taken up the lantern lighted by his father’s dream. It had been a twisting, thorny path. Just as the colony was driving its first stakes into the ground, Mexico had thrown off the domination of the Spanish crown and declared itself free, as the United States had severed its ties to England two generations before. The young Austin had faced the formidable challenge of doing over with the new government of Mexico all that he and his father had accomplished with the old colonial leadership. Through nerve, statesmanship, and a stubborn refusal to accept half a loaf, he had gradually established a friendly, if sometimes uneasy, relationship with at least some of the powers in Bexar and Mexico City. He had been granted a region some one hundred twenty miles square, extending northwestward from the Gulf of Mexico. His Old Three Hundred colonists were firmly entrenched in this new
land, mostly along the two major rivers, the Brazos and the Colorado. Others were gradually coming in overland and by sea, breaking the prairie sod, chopping away at the forest, transforming the wilderness into some resemblance of the places they had left behind them in the old states.

Texas was accepting more and more newcomers, some under Austin, many under other empresarios who followed the path Austin had blazed.

Part of what troubled Michael Lewis was this, for he had seen the same forces at work during his youth back in Tennessee. He had loved the woods and the wild open spaces where a man afoot or on horseback could travel for hours, even days, and see no mark of another human. Little by little he had watched the woods hacked away, the open spaces surrendered to the plow, the game decimated or driven off. Now those forces were here, repeating in this virgin land the pattern of the whole western migration. And Michael, though he did not like it, had been a party to the process.

Back yonder, many days’ ride behind him, he owned a grant of land, guaranteed by a paper which carried the flourish of Stephen F. Austin. Over the last three years he had gradually enlarged his field, turning under the ancient prairie sod, bringing up the rich black soil built through untold ages of nature’s annual cycle: growth, decay, and regrowth. He should be at home now, plowing out the winter weeds, planting the seed for a new year’s crops. He knew many would call him an idler, a shiftless leatherstocking tramping in the woods when good Christian men were at work in their fields, living up to their responsibilities.

But in Michael’s veins pulsed the blood of a father who had been a leatherstocking in his own time, a product of the canebrake and wood, a man whose hands fit more easily upon the rifle than upon the plow. Mordecai Lewis had grown fitful when he spent too many days in the fields, too many nights within the confines of his cabin. His eyes would turn west toward new lands that lay somewhere beyond sight. His westering ways had brought him finally to a violent
death and an unmarked grave in an alien country far from home.

Yesterday Michael had bent down over a clear-running stream for a drink of water. The angular, bearded face he saw reflected back at him did not appear to be his own; it was his father’s.

That, as much as the oppressive weather, had been at the root of his nightmare; that and a small company of Mexican soldiers who had innocently ridden by Michael’s farm. Their unexpected appearance had swept his mind back to another time, other soldiers. After a fruitless inner struggle to put down the ghosts, he kissed Marie and the boy good-bye and rode west up the Colorado River, looking for he knew not what. He was not sure he would even know when he found it.

He was at the edge of the wood when he saw the wolf, working a zigzag pattern through the old winter-dried grass, sniffing at the ground for scent of a rabbit or other prey. Michael’s hand tightened instinctively on the long rifle that lay across his lap. Then it relaxed, for there would be no point in killing the wolf. It was too far west to be any threat to Marie’s priceless little flock of chickens, or even to Michael’s few calves. Here it could do no harm beyond that which Nature had appointed as its duty, controlling the increase of prey animals that otherwise might multiply beyond the ability of the land to sustain them. So Michael felt no threat from the wolf and saw no reason that he should be any threat to it.

He drew gently on the reins and stopped, his attention riveted to the graceful movement of the gray predator, its coat still winter-rough, its ribs spare of flesh because food had been scant through the cold months. The wolf caught his scent and jerked its head up, holding its nose into the breeze. Finding Michael, it stood still as a stone for a full minute, perhaps more, watching him. This was a region in which men—white men, anyway—did not often invade. The wolf was probably accustomed to wild horses, so it saw the bay as no threat. It exhibited caution but no particular fear. Curiosity satisfied, it went on about its business of searching for a meal.


Michael felt an instinctive kinship to the wolf, for at heart he was a hunter, a creature of the wild. Circumstances forced him to take on the trappings of the civilized man, to build his cabin and farm his land, to try to be a husband to his wife and a father to his child. But beneath the surface, fighting for escape, was a man who would be grateful to live in a state of nature if circumstances would but allow.

The wolf moved on. Michael watched, hoping to see it scare up a rabbit, for he could feel its hunger, its need. He had a hunger of his own, a hunger civilization would not allow him to satisfy.

He saw the wolf pull up short again, two hundred yards away, and he thought for a moment it had found the scent it sought. But the animal watched something hidden from Michael by a jutting edge of the forest. It crouched, retreated several paces, then halted to look again.

Michael saw them as they came around the outer edge of the irregular wood; half a dozen men on horseback. At a glance he knew they were Indians. He had no idea of their tribe, for he had not seen enough of Texas Indians to have any clear notion of their tribal characteristics. It would not matter anyway if they were of violent intent. Tawakoni, Karankawa, Waco, or Tonkawa: one could kill a man as dead as another. Comanche—perhaps these were Comanche. He was far enough west to be in their hunting grounds. That horseback tribe preyed mercilessly upon the Mexican settlers around Bexar and beyond but so far had professed a wary friendliness toward the light-skinned new American invaders, perhaps still trying to figure out just what manner of human they were.

It was too late to escape discovery. Michael was fifty yards beyond the forest, and a sudden movement back to cover would only draw their attention that much sooner. Any defensive advantage the trees could give him would be temporary at best. He might just as well stand his ground.

They had seen the wolf, for they drew their horses into a line and halted, watching the animal move through the grass. As it had done for Michael, it stopped and stared at them for
a moment, then changed course just enough to angle past them without going into actual retreat.

Proud little bastard, Michael thought. It ain’t just about to turn tail and run.

It had no reason to run. Michael had heard it said that most Indians held the wolf in some reverence. Many thought it a guiding spirit. Few would do it harm, fearing they might run afoul of some supernatural malevolence.

The Indians watched the wolf until it had moved well past. Only then did one of them notice Michael, sitting on his horse some three hundred yards away. The warrior raised a hand, and the others turned their heads. Michael trembled to a chill that ran down his back. It was a struggle not to turn and run. To do so would only insure that they would come and take him. To stand defiant would require all the nerve he could muster, from as deeply as he could reach, but it might also save his life.

The warriors clustered together, holding a quick council, then surged forward, pushing their horses into a trot. They were a wild, barbaric sight, bows in their hands, feathers in their hair jiggling up and down to the rhythm of their horses’ movements. Michael lifted the long rifle enough that they would surely see it. He checked the pan to be certain it held powder to set off a shot. One shot was all he would have time for.

The Indians slowed and spread a little as they neared him. He continued to hold the rifle high but forced down a strong impulse to aim at one of the riders. He pointed the muzzle over their heads.

They halted at perhaps thirty paces. Their horses were curious about his bay, as the riders were curious about Michael, but the Indians did not move closer. They studied Michael with keen eyes, so keen that he had a feeling they knew he had eaten squirrel for breakfast. He could hear their voices as they talked about him in low tones, though he had no sense of the words or their meaning. He could not tell whether they intended to declare friendship or to kill him.

After a few tense minutes they decided to do neither, exactly.
A young warrior in the center, who carried himself like a leader, rode a few feet beyond the others. He spoke words Michael had no way of understanding. It took all of his resolve not to lower the muzzle of the rifle and center it on a small leather pouch the man wore about his neck. At length the Indian raised his his bow to arm’s length, shouted and pulled his horse about. As he rode through the ragged line, the others turned and followed.

Michael suspected they had intentionally put him through a test of nerve, and he had passed it to their satisfaction. After a moment he felt his lungs ache and realized he was still holding his breath. He expelled it, then took several long, deep breaths to compensate. He lowered the rifle and found his hands wet, his mouth dry.

The wolf circled back toward him. Watching, he felt that kinship again. He knew the Indians had felt it too.

Brothers to the wolf. It struck him that kinship to the wolf gave him a kinship to the Indians as well.

He turned back, finally, and pointed his horse toward the settlement, days to the east. He would follow the river, and it would lead him home.

He had been far enough west, this time. There would be other times.
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