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One morning in the summer of 1875, two riders drew up before a proudly lettered sign: WELCOME TO TEMPERANCE, CITY OF OPPORTUNITY.

Swede Burdette eased himself in the saddle of his powerful black horse, Dancer. He tipped his battered hat back on his head, exposing what was left of his dark, curly hair. Once Swede had been handsome, but years of hard living had turned his face craggy. His nut-brown skin was seamed with deep lines. Opening one of his canteens, Swede swished the water inside, while he studied the town that sprawled before him in a haze of West Texas dust. His eyes were gray and deep-set, eyes that were used to staring into long distances— for Indians, for game, for signs of rain.

Beside him, the Arkansas Kid read the sign and laughed. “Opportunity, huh? I hope so—it took us three days to get here. Wouldn’t want to ride all this way for nothin’.”

The Kid was shorter than Swede and wiry, with tight blond curls and merry blue eyes. In contrast to Swede’s plain clothing, the Kid was dressed like a Mexican vaquero, with a short jacket, striped pants, and silver spurs. Two pistol belts were crossed at his waist, and he sat a sturdy pinto pony.

Removing his wide sombrero, the Kid beat the dust from his clothes. “Sure is good to be working again. I like Mexico, but we been hiding out too long.”

Swede swished the canteen again and drank. “Yeah.”

A thought crossed the Kid’s face. “Say, today’s August 17, ain’t it?”

Swede did not know. “If you say so,” he drawled.

“If it is, tomorrow’s my birthday. I’ll be thirty-two years old.” The Kid laughed again. “Hell, Swede, I’m gettin’ to be an old man riding with you—newspapers won’t be able to call me ‘Kid’ no more.”

Swede gave his partner an easy grin and looped the canteen next to the two others on his pommel.

The Kid went on, “I hope the citizens of Temperance have me a nice birthday present—them and the Southwest Texas Railroad, of course. The place looks prosperous enough, and prosperity’s something we could use.”

The two men drew their pistols. Swede’s .45 seemed lost in his huge hand, while the Kid’s nickel-plated Remingtons flashed in the sun. They checked the loads and sat the weapons lightly in their well-oiled holsters.

Swede leaned over and tapped the water bag on the Kid’s horse to make sure it was full. Then he straightened and squinted at the sun. “I make it about nine. The bank’ll just be opening. Westland Bank’s in the center of town. We’ll take it straight on, like always. You ready?”

Nodding, the Kid replaced his sombrero and tightened the chin strap.

Swede pulled his hat down and kicked his black horse forward. “All right, Dancer. Let’s go.”

The two men trotted down the long slope into town. Passing an open carriage, they doffed their hats and bowed low to the young lady inside. She smiled demurely from behind her parasol.

 

* * *

 

Even at this early hour, it was hot inside the bank. Swede’s shirt stuck to his sweaty back. The bank guard and the tellers stood against the wall, Swede covering them with his .45. The only sound was the jingling of the Kid’s Mexican spurs as he moved behind the window, scooping money from the tellers’ desks.

The bank's lone customer was an old woman in a black dress, who was both thrilled and frightened by her first robbery. She thrust an ancient black cloth purse at Swede. “Don’t forget this.”

Swede grinned, pushing the purse back gently. “That’s all right, ma’am, you keep it. We got enough. Why don’t you sit on that bench there, you’ll be more comfortable. We’ll just be a minute.”

As the old woman sat, the Kid was emptying the safe, thrusting bound stacks of bills into his saddlebags. “Look at all this! We struck the mother lode! Ha, ha, here comes the hacienda that Maria and me been—”

At Swede’s elbow, a door squeaked open. A bank guard stood framed in the dazzling sunlight. The guard’s coat was draped over his arm. He scratched his head at the frozen tableau before him. “What the—” Then he realized what was happening, and lowered his shotgun.

At this distance Swede could have killed the guard, but he shot him in the shoulder instead. The room dissolved in confusion as the other guard dived for his discarded weapon and a teller snatched a pistol from the cabinet. Showing remarkable alacrity, the old woman ducked behind a desk as the first shots rocked the office.

“Let’s go!” Swede shouted.

Swede and the Kid backed out of the bank in a hail of gunfire. Swede jumped into the street. He untied the kicking, plunging horses and held the reins securely. All around, people were shouting and running for cover.

On the sidewalk, the Kid was coming more slowly. Holding his two pistols, he was having trouble stuffing a last wad of money into the already full saddlebags.

A bullet whistled by Swede’s ear. He squeezed a shot into the open doorway behind them, “Forget the money. Kid! Come on!”

Beside the bank was a general store. From its doorway stepped a pudgy bald man with thick eyeglasses. The pudgy man carried a shotgun. Somewhat uncertainly, he pointed the shotgun at the Kid.

Swede yelled, “Look out!”

The Kid turned. The pudgy man fired.

The blast slammed the Kid into the bank wall, knocking off his sombrero. The pudgy man waved the second barrel toward Swede. With a cry, Swede shot the man in the chest, and he toppled onto his back.

The Arkansas Kid leaned against the wall, staring at the gaping wound in his side. Blood was pouring out of it and onto his expensive clothes. “I don’t believe it,” he said stupidly. “I don’t believe it.”

Pumping another shot at the bank guards, Swede started forward, but the Kid raised a weak hand. “I’m dead. Swede. Get out of here.” He tossed the saddlebags to Swede; then he sank to the sidewalk, leaving a wide smear of blood on the brick wall.

Swede saw the Kid was telling the truth. He vaulted onto his horse and jerked the reins hard. “So long, Kid!”

“So long, Sw . . . Sw . . .” The Kid vomited blood and slumped over, dead.

As the unhurt guard ran from the bank and fired two shots after him, Swede thundered down the deserted street, keeping low on his horse’s neck. “Go, Dancer, go!”

 

* * *

 

In Swede’s wake, the street was as still as a churchyard. Then the wounded guard emerged from the bank, holding his bloody shoulder. People ventured from cover. They crossed the street, crowding and pushing to see the slain outlaw’s body, admiring his silver spurs. A doctor examined the pudgy bald man and shook his head. Everybody was shouting and talking at once.

Marshal Frank Ryan came running around the comer, steadying his top hat with one hand, carrying a sawed-off shotgun in the other.

Over the uproar, the unwounded guard shouted, “It was Swede Burdette, Marshal! I’d recognize his black horse, Dancer, anywhere.” The guard was shaking from the experience. “They’d have been away clean, but Jerry here was late for work, and he surprised ’em.”

Ryan stopped, panting. Sweat trickled down his heavy, unshaven jowls. “Swede Burdette?”

The marshal shouldered his way through the crowd and peered at the robber’s body. “If that was Swede Burdette, this here must be the Arkansas Kid.”

Excitement buzzed through the crowd. Ryan grew animated, banging a fist on his ample thigh. “Jesus Christ and General Jackson! Think of it, boys—the Arkansas Kid dead on the streets of Temperance. Who’s for finishing his partner, as well?”

“I’ll go!” someone shouted. “Me too! And me!” They scattered for horses and weapons.

“Take any horse you find,” Ryan yelled. “Commandeer ’em if you have to. There’s no time to lose.”

A dark, slender youth of sixteen, wearing a white apron, grabbed the marshal’s sleeve. “Can I go with you, Marshal?”

Ryan backed off. “No, Harry, you’re too young. Your ma’d skin me alive.”

“Please, Marshal. All the money from Momma’s restaurant was in that bank.”

The dark-haired boy was determined. Ryan gave in. “Oh, all right. Get mounted.”

“Thanks, Marshal!” Harry yanked off the apron and sprinted away.

The posse was ready in minutes. Besides Harry Ferrante, there were a trio of clerks, a straw-hatted farmer, a Mexican, and Schwartz, the butcher. The air in front of the bank filled with dust as their horses pranced and wheeled.

Marshal Ryan rode up, crying, “There’s no time for an oath—you’re all deputized.” He waved his shotgun. “Come on!”

He galloped out of town, followed by his new deputies.

 

* * *

 

As the posse was riding out of Temperance, the telegraph began chattering at the State’s Attorney’s office in Agua Verde, forty-five miles up the railroad line. The men in the paneled office—all of whom wore rolled-up shirt sleeves because of the heat—stopped what they were doing and looked up.

These men were investigators for the state, and they knew Morse code. They deciphered the message even as the young telegrapher jumped into his chair and began scribbling it down. “Westland Bank in Temperance has been robbed! By Swede Burdette and the Arkansas Kid! The Kid’s dead—but Burdette got away with the money!”

Everyone was on his feet now. The office was alive. “Westland,” said a pale young man in an ill-fitting collar. “Trust Swede Burdette to hit the railroad’s bank.”

From an inner office strode two men, and the investigators quieted. The first man was the bushy-bearded State’s Attorney Gideon Seward. The second was a captain of Texas Rangers named John Kirby—lean, bespectacled, with a fierce mustache.

“What’s this?” asked Seward in his clipped eastern accent. “Swede Burdette in Temperance?” He smacked his fat fist into his palm. “That’s only an hour away by train. This is the best chance we’ll ever have to catch that unreconstructed rebel.”

Seward scanned the duty roster on the wall, and his ponderous glee dissipated. “Bradshaw, it’s your turn, I believe.&quot;

There were moans as Seward looked at the pale young man in the ill-fitting collar. The young man turned even paler. “Yes, sir.”

John Kirby removed his glasses. He spoke in a low voice that commanded attention. “Beg your pardon, Gideon. I know I’ve just come out of the field, but I’d like this case.” Kirby was forty-two, with thick fair hair combed straight back. He looked crisp and cool in his linen suit, but there was a furious intensity in his narrowed eyes.

Seward hesitated. “Well, you are my best man, Kirby, but this is a big opportunity for young Bradshaw. I can’t force him to—”

“Oh, it’s all right with me, sir,” Bradshaw interjected hastily.

Seward looked relieved. “Then the job’s yours, Kirby. Will you take your Rangers?”

Kirby hurried back to his desk and began putting the report he’d been writing into a folder. “I’ve dismissed them. It would take half a day to find them. I’ll pick up some deputies in Temperance.”

Seward remembered something he’d heard when he first came to Texas after the war. “Say—you know Swede Burdette, don’t you?”

Kirby straightened. His chiseled features were as rigid as an ax blade. “He was my best friend. I haven’t seen him in nine years.”

“Your best friend?” said Seward. “Then why in God’s name do you—”

“For me, it’s all the more reason. There was a bond between Swede and me. Swede broke that bond when he broke the law.”

Kirby adjusted a framed daguerreotype of his wife and two children, and he sighed. “Gideon, I’d appreciate it if you’d inform Sarah I won’t be home for a few days. Don’t tell her about Swede.” He picked up his bowler hat from the rack. “Telegraph Temperance. Tell Marshal Ryan I’ll be on the ten-thirty work train. Tell him to raise some men and get two good horses for each of them.”

Kirby started for the office door. The bushy-bearded State’s Attorney took a step after him, hand raised. “Kirby!”

Kirby stopped and turned.

“Try to bring this one in alive. It looks better.”

Kirby’s green eyes narrowed even further than usual. “Swede Burdette will never come in alive. You know that.”

He clapped his bowler hat on his head and strode out the door.
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The chase was over level country. The posse was enthusiastic—shouting, hallooing, and firing revolvers in the air. They got Burdette in view, but they were unable to draw closer.

Marshal Ryan, young Harry Ferrante, and the straw-hatted farmer were in the lead, with the rest of the deputies strung out and dropping farther behind every minute. The posse members were red-faced, their horses lathered white and struggling, while ahead of them the bank robber’s black horse galloped easily, with long powerful strides, seemingly as strong as ever.

At last Ryan signaled a halt. The lawmen collapsed on their horses’ necks, gasping and reaching for their canteens. The stragglers came riding up to join them.

On a distant hill they saw Burdette, who had stopped as well, watching them. “Look at him,” wheezed the butcher Schwartz, who was still wearing the bloodstained apron of his profession.

“He’s laughing at us,” said a young railroad clerk.

As they watched Burdette dismount, Ryan untied the dirty bandana that held his top hat in place. He removed the hat and mopped his bald head and sweating face. His gruff voice still bore a slight inflection of his misty, long-abandoned homeland. “We’ll not catch Burdette today, not on that horse of his. It’ll need a proper expedition, with spare mounts and plenty of water.”

The hard ride had dampened the posse’s ardor, save for dark-haired young Harry, who greeted the marshal’s words with dismay.

A second clerk, an older fellow, spoke up. “I agree, Marshal. I’ve been thinking—I’ve got a wife and kids. I don’t want to lose my pension going against Swede Burdette.”

There was exhausted approval of this statement. “Besides,” added the sturdy farmer, “there’s Comanches on the prowl. Murdoch’s farm got raided last Tuesday, and that ain’t far from here.”

Ryan, who had entertained fleeting hopes of being the man to bring in Swede Burdette, nodded grimly. “You’re right, boys,” he said, replacing his hat. “We’ve done our job. We’ve winded his horse some. Now it’s up to whoever they send from Agua Verde. Let’s go home.”

As the posse turned off the low rise, the Mexican pointed. “See there. See what the devil does.”

Burdette was waving his hat at them. Harry, the last man off the rise, hesitated. Then he took off his own low-crowned wool hat and waved back—in defiance, not recognition. With a little flourish, the distant figure bowed. Harry watched for a second, amazed at the outlaw’s brazenness. Then he turned his horse and followed the posse.

 

* * *

 

On the far hill, Swede stuck on his hat and let his broad shoulders slump. He stroked his horse’s muzzle. “Well, Dancer, we’re safe for now, but there’ll be another bunch after us soon enough.”

Swede looked at the sun and loosened the horse’s girths. &quot;We’ll take us a rest here. Even if you don’t need one, I sure as hell do. It’s two days’ ride to the border—rough country, too.”

Swede eased his once lanky frame onto a smooth rock, stretching his back and shoulders and rubbing his stomach, which was paunchy with age and too much whiskey. He drew the still-warm Colt .45 from its holster and began reloading it.

He’d owned the .45 less than a year. He’d bought it off a down-and-out Georgia veteran in Piedras Negras. It replaced the old Army .44 he’d carried since the Mexican War, back when revolving pistols were still a novelty. When young Sam Walker’s company of Texas Mounted Rifles—everyone called them Texas Rangers—landed at Vera Cruz in ’47, they were each issued two of the pistols, which Walker had helped design. They were the best weapons Swede had ever had—accurate, powerful, and heavy enough to use as a club when the chambers were empty. Swede lost one of them years later at Shiloh, but he had hung on to the other with grim determination. He had hated to part with it at last, but the mainspring was broken, and he couldn’t fix it. Anyway, the new Colts were easier to load than the old cap-and-ball, a quality that might prove vital someday.

Swede finished loading the pistol. The Mexican War—that seemed like another lifetime, another century. Swede had been full of promise then. At fourteen, and already known for an exploit against the Comanches, he’d been the youngest volunteer in the Regiment of Rangers. He was one of the ten men who accompanied Sam Walker on his famous ride through the entire Mexican Army to deliver a message to besieged Fort Brown. He fought at Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma; at Monterrey he was first man into the Soldada on Federacion Hill, carrying a Texas flag. Then Walker’s Rangers were shipped hundreds of miles south, to fight the guerrilleros
 who were ambushing American supply lines on the road from Vera Cruz to Mexico City.

Swede drew a deep breath. As always when he thought of those days, he remembered the guerrillero
 he’d shot during what Colonel Sam’s report had called the “examination” of the village of Las Vegas. The guerrillero
 had been no more than twelve, and the look on his tender face had been one of utter disbelief as he realized he was going to die. He had stared into Swede’s eyes as though Swede had somehow betrayed him. It was the same look Swede had seen on the face of the pudgy storekeeper in Temperance.

At Las Vegas, after the fighting madness died, Swede had been overcome by a violent feeling of self-revulsion at taking the boy’s life, just as he was now seized by that same feeling at having shot the storekeeper. At Las Vegas he had reminded himself that the guerrillero
 and his friends had been burning American supplies and killing American soldiers, that they’d killed the three Pennsylvania infantrymen whose naked bodies were discovered in the square, bearing evidence of unspeakable torture, their genitals stuffed in their mouths. Now he reminded himself that the pudgy storekeeper had killed the Kid and would have shot him if he hadn’t fired first, but it didn’t make him feel any better.

Swede stood. At Las Vegas he hadn’t had much time to reflect on the matter. Colonel Sam had them on the move again, to fight another battle next day at La Hoya. And now . . .

He spun the 45’s cylinder, listening to the oily clicks, siting the empty chamber beneath the hammer. Who would have believed the way things had turned out? Colonel Sam was dead these many years, shot in the back while under a flag of trace at Huamantla. And Swede? Swede was forty- three. He had one suit of clothes to his name. He was living in the rough and dodging bullets. And he was on the wrong side of the law. The great future that Walker and others had predicted for him had been blown away like straw in a norther.

Swede twirled the .45 once and holstered it. He stared into the trackless desert before him, where shimmering heat waves obscured the horizon, making it dance as though glimpsed in a dream.

“Wish to hell it wasn’t the Kid’s turn to carry the water bag,” he said to Dancer.
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At precisely noon, a train engine and a flatcar loaded with building materials pulled into Temperance amid a cloud of smoke and a squealing of brakes. The engine bell was ringing busily.

Kirby stood on the engine’s bottom step, wearing a broad-brimmed hat, flannel shirt, and chaps. In one hand were his saddlebags, bedroll, and an old buckskin jacket; in the other hand was a Henry .44 rifle in a leather case.

The railroad had come to Temperance a month before. The station was still under construction, and gangs of sweating men were laying track not many miles to the west, track that would eventually run all the way to Franklin in El Paso County, there to meet other track coming from the Pacific coast. The town had become an advance depot, with stores of wood planking and rails, and work engines on temporary sidings. The hot air reverberated with listless hammering and sawing and the shouts of laborers.

As Kirby stepped onto the rude platform, he was greeted by Marshal Frank Ryan and a hulking man with scarred eyelids and a missing left earlobe. Ryan’s florid face was split by a grin as he thrust out his hand. “Kirby—I was hoping it would be you! Ain’t seen you since a year ago Fourth of July, at the railroad picnic.”

Kirby took the dust-covered-marshal’s hand with rare affability. “Ryan, you old graft grabber. You look like you’ve been working, for a change.”

Ryan removed his hat and mopped his forehead and face. “Just got back from chasing Burdette. We couldn’t even get close to the sonofabitch. I barely had time to put you a posse together.” He plopped the hat back on and indicated his companion. “This here’s Silas, one of my part-time deputies. Can’t afford any full-time ones on what the city gives me.”

Kirby nodded at Silas, who glowered from beneath the rim of his bowler hat. Scar tissue on Silas’s knuckles gave additional evidence of his love for fighting, and Kirby guessed that the earlobe had been bitten off. Silas’s heavy belly suggested an equal affection for drink. He wore two shell belts around his waist and carried a Sharps .50 carbine.

“Silas is going with you,” Ryan went on. “I’m staying here. I’m done in. I got you six other men—all that’d volunteer.”

As they walked from the construction area. Ryan said, “How’s Sarah and the kids?”

“Good.”

“Got time for coffee?”

“I’ll catch you on my way back,” Kirby promised. “Did you get me a tracker?”

“The best—Black George.”

Behind them, Silas hawked into the street. He spoke with the flat drawl of the border states. “You didn’t have to hire no nigger, Marshal.”

Kirby rounded on the burly deputy. “Listen, Silas—I don’t care who this George fellow is, as long as he helps me get Swede Burdette. If you have any ideas about starting trouble, you forget them right now. Have you got that?”

The two men stared at each other.

“Have you?”

Silas cocked his head and smiled insolently. “Sure. Sure, I got it.”

They started walking again: To Ryan, Kirby said, “Any word on those Comanches that have been raiding around here?”

The red-faced marshal shook his head. “Not since last week. Prob’ly they hightailed it back to Mexico. You keep a sharp lookout, though.”

Turning a comer, they saw a crowd around Philpott’s Mortuary. Outside the mortuary, the body of the Arkansas Kid lay propped against a wooden board, arms crossed and a nickel-plated revolver in each hand. The Kid’s eyes stared sightlessly; blood had seeped through the fresh shirt that had been put on him.

Men, women, and children were lined up to have their photographs taken beside this grisly relic. Others observed the proceedings with catcalls and laughter. The rakishly goateed Philpott, who had appropriated the Kid’s pony and silver spurs as payment for his services, was operating the camera.

“Jesus Christ and General Jackson—Philpott!” Ryan’s face went even redder as he bellowed at the undertaker. “What do you think you’re doing? Get that thing off the street before it stinks up the place!”

 

* * *

 

Swede crossed the barren landscape at a steady canter. He passed the cutoff he intended to take and marked it.

Farther on, he found a dry streambed running southwest. He rode up the trail a ways, then backtracked and turned down the streambed. He was walking now, leading Dancer carefully, taking care to disturb nothing. Sweat ran down his feet in his heavy socks and high-heeled boots. He could feel blisters rising.

Like any good Texan, Swede hated walking. The worst time in his life had been when he and Kirby were dismounted on the Chickamauga campaign. After that, they’d both sworn never to go anywhere on foot again.

The burning sun had reached its zenith. The only sounds were the clop of Dancer’s hooves and the crunch of Swede’s boots on the rocks. A lizard skittered out of their path. Swede reached for his canteen, thought better of it, and left the canteen on the saddle.

Swede and Dancer exited the streambed on a slab of gray rock. Staying among the rubble, they climbed a small hill, taking their time, making sure of their footing. They topped the rise, walked along it for a bit, then worked their way down and south until they found the trail that Swede had spotted earlier.

Swede looked back the way they had come. He wiped his forehead with the sleeve of his faded blue wool shirt. “There, let’s see what they do with that.”

He mounted and started off at a canter.
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“Harry,” intoned the elegantly dressed Mr. Charles Simpkin. “When are you going to get rid of that thing on your lip? You’ve had it three months now, and still one can hardly see it.”

The posse waited outside Weirson’s Low-Budget Stables. Young Harry Ferrante was the only member of the original posse to volunteer for the second. He placed a fingertip on the ghostly black caterpillar that seemed to have taken residence beneath his nose. “I think it looks good. What do you think, Mr. Reichardt?”

Karl Reichardt, looking uncomfortable in his starched khaki suit and his pith helmet with its long puggaree, shook his head. His mind seemed to be elsewhere. Karl was a blocky man—big, blocky head, blocky shoulders and hips. He smacked his saddle. “Look at this harness Weirson gives us,” he said in his guttural accent. “It is rotting to pieces.”

He waved a hand across the corral, toward the string of spare horses and the two packhorses laden with supplies and dripping water bags. “I would have made Marshal Ryan a much better price on the animals—much better. But I am not allowed to bid.”

“Ah.” The lawyer, Simpkin, waved a bony finger knowingly. “It’s as I’ve been saying, Karl. The city has an exclusive contract with Weirson—they have to take what he gives them, at whatever price he wishes to charge. I’ve repeated time and time again, the system must be reformed. And the only way to do that is through the ballot.”

The well-bred Mr. Simpkin was from Connecticut, where his family made a fortune selling uniforms to the Union

army—and if the cloth was threadbare and the stitching came apart in bad weather, why that was nothing the other mills weren’t doing, too. After the war Simpkin had come to Texas, where he made another fortune in land speculation and selling cotton shares, wisely changing his politics from Republican to Democratic in the process.

While Mr. Simpkin lectured his companions on the virtues of democracy, two other men sat against the corral rails, drinking beer. The first, a drifter named Canada, was of medium height and wiry, with a bullet-shaped head framed by very short hair and very long sideburns. He was rolling the empty beer bottles across the ground, laughing as they clunked off one another. He belched and pounded his scrawny chest. &quot;Rate we’re going, we won’t make it out of the stables.”

Canada found this remark uproarious. His friend Anton laughed more from politeness. Anton was young, with a round, middle-European face and a short beard. He looked worried. “Canada, how much it cost you to get off work?”

Canada cackled, revealing a missing front tooth. “Didn’t cost me nothing—I ain’t worked since last February. My poke’s gone now, though. If I don’t get me some of this reward money, I’ll have to get a job again.”

Anton, who wore a laborer’s flat leather cap and high boots, fretted. “The foundry foreman makes me promise him five dollars.”

“Don’t you worry,” Canada assured him. “It’ll more than pay off when we get Burdette—and we’ll get him, too. That first posse didn’t have a chance—too disorganized, Silas says. This is the one to finish him. Silas says each man’s share of the reward’ll be fifty dollars if it’s a penny.”

Canada cackled again and unwired the cork to another beer. Warm foam erupted from the bottle and cascaded over his fist. As he raised the bottle to his lips, a low voice cut across the corral.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen.”

Kirby strode through the stable gate. Marshal Ryan and Silas followed him, trying to keep up. Kirby said, “That’s the last drink anyone takes until we’re back in Temperance, or every man of you is off this posse. I’ll chase Burdette by myself if I have to.”

The two men by the corral stood hastily. Anton set his beer bottle in the wooden case. Canada tossed his under the corral rails.

“My name is John Kirby. I’m in charge, if you haven’t guessed it.”

Mr. Simpkin stepped forward, speaking in his mellifluous voice. “Is that Colonel Kirby—of Kirby’s Partisan Rangers?” He extended a hand. “A pleasure, Colonel. We supported different sides in the war, of course, but I remember reading about you in the—”

“That was a long time ago,” Kirby said, ignoring the outstretched hand. “I’m not a colonel anymore. I’m just plain Kirby as far as you men are concerned.”

Kirby walked down the line of men, looking them over silently, green eyes boring into them, making them nervous because his face registered displeasure. He paused in front of Harry, as if deciding whether or not to send the boy home, then he moved on.

Kirby examined the horses, then the pack animals. He tugged at harnesses. He tested knots. He slapped a long, heavy bundle wrapped in oilskin. “What is this?”

Simpkin stepped forward with a smile, pointing to himself and his German friend. “That’s our tent. Colonel—Mister Kirby—mine and Mr. Reichardt’s. We’re sharing. I’m certain there’s room for you, if you’d care to—”

“No tents on this trip. Get it off.”

Simpkin stared blankly at him.

“You heard me; get it off.” Kirby spied a suitcase on the other packhorse. He pulled it from its lashings and threw it on the ground. “Get rid of all this nonsense. This is no camping trip.”

The men looked at each other, then hurriedly repacked the horses. Kirby spoke to Marshal Ryan, “Frank, send gallopers to the Henderson and Bar M ranches. I want a hand from each one to meet us at the head of Red Canyon.”

Ryan gave a low whistle. “Ranchers won’t like that, Kirby. This is their busy season.”

“The ranchers will find themselves in jail if they refuse to comply. Tell them that. I need men used to hard travel, men to handle these spare horses.”

As Ryan started off, shouting for a deputy, Kirby turned to a figure at the far end of the corral—a black man with angry eyes. Unlike most Negroes that Kirby had seen, this man wore his hair long and braided, like an Indian’s, held in place by a leather headband. He was naked to the waist save for a polished brass amulet and a necklace of bear’s teeth. He wore fringed leggings over his trousers.

Kirby advanced toward the man. “You must be Black George.”

The Negro glided away from the rail. He was big, but his movements were lithe as a cat’s. “Reckon I fit that description.”

Kirby extended his hand. Some of the distrust went out of George’s face, and he took the hand with a strong, callused grip. “Heard a lot about you, Kirby. I even seen you once— when they hung Three-Finger Tom Miller over to San Angelo a few years back.”

Kirby nodded, remembering that day. “Marshal Ryan says you’re a good tracker, George. Ever track man?”

“I track anything. Just pay me the money.”

Kirby nodded again. “Sounds reasonable.” He turned, raising his voice. “All right, mount up.”

Kirby checked the brown gelding that Ryan had gotten for him. The horse was better than the rest of the posse’s ragged cow ponies, but not much. Kirby tied his bags, bedroll, and jacket on the back of the saddle and clipped the rifle case on the side. He untethered the horse and led it out in front of his men. “Anyone bring a shotgun?”

The freighter Karl Reichardt raised his hand.

“Good,” said Kirby.

Kirby mounted and addressed the posse. “You men know the terms of your service. A dollar twenty-five a day, plus a share in any applicable rewards—but only if you’re in at the finish. Burdette has about four hours on us, so this won’t be easy. Anyone who doesn’t think he’s up to it, drop out now. You’ll be paid for a whole day.”

No one spoke. The foreign laborer, Anton, and Karl Reichardt looked nervous. Canada pulled on a floppy hat and gave his friend Silas an inebriated wink. Mr. Simpkin brushed a speck of dirt from his plum-colored riding jacket, while young Harry Ferrante could barely contain his eagerness. Kirby said, “Let’s go, then.”

They rode out. George and Kirby led the way, the others following in twos. Anton led the pack animals, while Harry brought up the rear, looking awkward with the string of spare horses.

Marshal Ryan was waiting by the stable gate, clay pipe jutting from the side of his mouth. He removed the pipe as they went by. “Luck, Kirby. Wish I was going with you.”

Kirby turned, permitting himself a smile. “I bet you do.”

Ryan laughed heartily and waved his pipe.

The crowd outside the stables had grown to considerable proportions, Kirby guessed that two-thirds of Temperance must be here. A scattered “Hurrah!” or “Boo!” was raised as the posse rode by, but most of the people were strangely, silent, and the little noise that was made died away quickly.

Suddenly a boy darted from the crowd and threw a rock at Kirby, striking him painfully in the knee. Tears rolled down the straw-haired boy’s cheeks. “I hope you never catch Swede!”

Kirby rubbed his knee and stared in surprise. The boy looked uncannily like his younger brother Jeff had looked at that age.

Then Kirby’s jaw hardened. He turned away, and the posse rode out of town.
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They followed Burdette’s trail west.

“I estimate being on the posse that bags Swede Burdette will be worth a thousand votes in the next election,” Mr. Simpkin told Karl Reichardt through the dust and noise of hoofbeats. “All the citizens of Northern extraction will vote for me, and there’s a solid majority of them in Temperance County. I’ll be a shoo-in. You can’t imagine the value of this type of publicity in a political career, especially if one intends to pursue it on a national level.”

Karl scratched his bushy side-whiskers. Large sweat stains were beginning to spread under the arms of his khaki jacket. “Being on this posse should mean a twenty percent increase in business for me. That will put me back on top of Weirson. ” Karl’s beefy face registered satisfaction—hard work was always good for business. It was that knowledge that had brought Karl to America from Westphalia, where generations of his family had been stablers to the princes of Neheim-Husten.

Simpkin went on. “I’ve been on one of these chases before, you know. Last year. The quarry gave us an excellent five-mile course, then he lost heart and went to ground. Never seen anything like it—no fight in him at all. Let’s hope this one isn’t such a disappointment.”

In front of them, Silas looked over his shoulder, bowler hat cocked low to keep the sun out of his eyes. “You’re chasing Swede Burdette this time, mister. You know he won’t go down without a fight.”

“Let’s hope you’re right,” Simpkin said.

Karl’s grumble was noncommittal. Karl was a practical

man. He was under no illusions about the outcome of this trip or his reasons for being here. He had been a medical orderly during the war with France; he’d been at Vionville and Gravelotte, and he’d seen everything that shells and bullets could do to the human body. It was his pride that he’d never once flinched.

Kirby and Black George were in the lead, setting a good pace. This would be Kirby’s last chase. He had promised Sarah he would leave the Rangers this year. He would quit at the height of his career as a lawman. He was getting older, and it was time to think of the future. When he returned from this posse, he would move back to Austin and finish law school. Another five months should do it; with luck he could pass the Texas bar early next year.

If the war hadn’t interrupted Kirby’s plans, he would have had his practice established before he got married. Instead, he got married and marched off to battle, leaving Sarah seven months pregnant and without money. After the war he had to work to support his wife and children and his parents, who’d been ruined during the conflict. He’d joined the notorious State Police, and when that organization was disbanded in 1873, he’d received a commission as a captain in the reconstituted Texas Rangers, one of the few State Policemen who was allowed to join. He’d returned to school in fits and starts, even done some correspondence work, but he’d never gotten his degree. For years Sarah had begged him to quit police work, but he’d put her off. Part of it was the need for money; but part of it, he had to admit, was that he liked law enforcement. He liked the element of danger. He was going to miss that.

Kirby nudged his horse closer to George’s. “What do you think?”

The tracker had put a wide-brimmed black hat over his braids. The sheen of sweat accentuated his heavy muscles. He said, “This trail leads to Franklin, but your man must know we’re bringing extra horses. We’d run him down long before Franklin. He’s got two moves—north to the Guadalupe Mountains or south for Mexico.”

“What would you do?”

George waited a second before answering. “Well, if it was me, and I had me a packhorse and supplies, I’d go for the mountains, then to the Indian Territory. But he don’t have none of those things, so if I were in his place I’d go for the border.”

“So would I.” Kirby had decided that while still on the train.

“Trouble is, he can turn off this trail any damn number of places.”

Kirby looked hard at the scout. “And if we miss the sign, we lose him.”

“We won’t miss the sign,” George said softly. “That’s one thing you ain’t got to worry about.”

 

* * *

 

By the rock walls of Red Canyon, a cowboy named Spud watched the oncoming dust with eyes that were surprisingly blue in his leathery, brick-red face. It was hard to guess Spud’s age. He could have been thirty-five, he could have been sixty, though the real number lay somewhere in between. He was wiry and rugged and built low to the ground, as though better to withstand the wind and sun of the prairie.

Spud reached into the deep pockets of his vest and bit a chew off his plug of Henry Clay tobacco, then he turned to his companion, who was dozing in a dark pool of shade formed by some cottonwoods. “Here they come.”

The younger man, who was called Brazos, stirred. He pushed the big Texas hat back on his head, making sure the brim was turned up just so. He put on his elaborately fringed gauntlets and rose. This Brazos was no more than a kid. Spud thought, but then they all were, these days. So had Spud himself been once. Unlike the others of his era, Spud was still a waddie, an ordinary cowhand. He had never moved on. He reckoned now that he never would.

The two cowboys saddled their horses. “Never thought to find myself in a fix like this,” Spud drawled. “Sure hope ole Swede makes it.”

“I ain’t worried,” said curly-haired Brazos with youthful confidence. “Dancer’s more than a match for any two horses we got.”

“We got Kirby, though.” Spud yanked his cinch tight. “I’ve rode with Kirby before. We killed three men. I don’t like this. I don’t like it at all.”

“Well, I ain’t gonna kill Swede Burdette, you can bet on that.”

“How you gonna get out of it? You’re a deputy. You got to do what Kirby says.”

“I don’t know.” Brazos looked away, adjusting his pistol belt until the weapon felt comfortable on his hip. “Maybe I’ll just refuse.”

Spud twisted his jaw and spat a stream of brown tobacco juice. “Let me give you some advice, son. You run foul of Kirby and you’ll do time in prison. And don’t think Mr. Henderson will get you out, neither.”

Brazos looked rueful at the mention of his employer. “‘Only reason I’m here is ’cause Henderson found me asleep on picket last week. Why’d they pick you?”

Spud shrugged. “Had to pick somebody, I reckon. Didn’t none of us want to come after Swede.”

The ground rumbled as the posse drew close. Spud and Brazos mounted, taking the ropes of their spare horses. They rode out to meet the line of men, who came to a grateful halt in the shade of the cliffs.

As the two cowboys drew close, Kirby’s face brightened with recognition. “Your name’s Spud, isn’t it? You were with me before—you did good work, too.”

The cowboy spat more tobacco juice. “That’s right, Kirby. Six years ago it was, out of Alma—we was after the Carson gang.”

“Carson—that’s it. Funny, I remembered your name but couldn’t remember theirs. You haven’t changed.”

“Reckon you ain’t, neither. I’m at the Bar M now. This here is Brazos, from Henderson’s.” Spud indicated his young companion, who was still adjusting his pistol belt.

Kirby wasted no more time with formalities. “Brazos, relieve that kid with the horses. Spud, fall in behind me.”

Brazos cantered down the line, head high, conscious of the envious townies staring at him. To Spud, Kirby said, “I run a posse the way I always have. I expect you remember.”

Spud nodded, and Kirby looked away. Under his breath. Spud added, “I remember, all right.”
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Late afternoon found Swede at a water hole.

“Dry,” he said disgustedly. He took off his hat and wiped his sweaty forehead with his sleeve. “Well, it’s no more than I expected, hot as it’s been.”

While Dancer snuffled and pawed the dirty bottom of the water hole, Swede got on one knee at its edge. He traced a finger along an unshod pony print, over some broken blades of grass. He looked up, scanning the countryside. “Indian sign. Dancer, and it’s fresh. We’ll need a snug campground tonight.”

Still watching the land around him. Swede rose. “Wonder who’s leading the posse? I know who I’d send.”

Swede knew Kirby was stationed at Agua Verde. He’d always been careful to stay away from Kirby. For both their sakes, he didn’t want to put their friendship to the test. This time he’d had no choice, though. The Southwest Texas Railroad’s money was in Temperance; it would be there for the foreseeable future. If Swede wanted to strike at the railroad, Temperance was where he must go.

He stroked Dancer’s muzzle. “Whoever it is, he’s got his work cut out for him—right, boy?”

Dancer tossed his black head, whinnying, and Swede grinned. Then he grew serious. “Might be close, though.” He patted the horse again and mounted.

 

* * *

 

Black George lay full length in the dry streambed. He stared along the ground line, noting the slant of the shadows, trying to get a feeling—a sense—of something out of place, like the Comanches had taught him when he lived with them.

Behind him, his dun-colored mount chomped a patch of buffalo grass.

Kirby had halted the posse some distance back, waiting for stragglers. George had gone ahead, marking the outlaw’s path. He’d ridden half a mile before he realized Burdette had slipped off the trail. George had doubled back to the streambed, since that was the obvious place to turn.

Now he didn’t know. He had found no buried droppings, no congealing pools of urine. Had these rocks been turned over? Hard to say—the sun dried the tell-tale dampness from them so quickly. Had Burdette made it this far up the streambed? Had he been in the streambed at all?

George rose, brushing sand and pebbles from his sweaty chest. “He’s good. Real good.”

George retrieved his horse and continued slowly on. Just then the angle of the sun’s rays highlighted something on a nearby slab of rock. A metallic scratch, like that made by a horseshoe.

Smoothing his heavily waxed mustache, Kirby watched George ride up the hill toward him. Behind Kirby, the stragglers had caught up. The foundry laborer, Anton, splashed water on his sunburned face. His drunken friend, Canada, was vomiting into some bushes. Karl Reichardt lay exhausted on the ground. He seemed to be praying.

“It’s Mexico,” George said, reining in. “He did a hell of a job disguising it, but that’s where he’s headed.”

The burly deputy, Silas, who had hung a dirty handkerchief from the rear of his hat for shade, hawked noisily. “So you say.”

“Shut up, Silas,” Kirby snapped. To George he said, “Now what?”

George swung off his horse from the off side, Indian fashion. He dripped water into his hand and gave it to the thirsty animal. “There’s two ways he can go. Paso San Pee‑dro’s shorter, but it’s tough going. Sand Canyon’s long, but it’s an easy ride. If we knew which one, we might could cut him off—there’s some back paths I bet he don’t know about. Can’t do nothing till he makes his move, though.”

“How long before he has to do that?”

George wrinkled his forehead. “Quite a ways.”

 “Blast.” Kirby kicked the ground with the toe of his boot. “Any sign of Comanches?”

“No, but that don’t mean they ain’t there.”

The lawyer, Simpkjn, shuffled forward anxiously. His elegant riding jacket was white with alkali dust, and sweat showed through the silk band of his hat. “Would Indians attack an armed party of this size, Mr. Kirby?”

“I doubt it. They might try to steal some of our horses, though—maybe pick off a straggler.”

Simpkin swallowed. “Under those circumstances, isn’t it a bit unwise to allow ourselves to become so strung out?”

Kirby didn’t answer. He peered at the lowering sun. He brushed by Simpkin on the way to his horse. “We’ll go on while it’s still daylight.”
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It was after dark when Kirby let them stop. By the light of the half-moon, they saw rolling desert, dotted with scrub brush. There was no water.

The wiry drifter, Canada, slid off his horse. The effects of too much beer had whitened his pasty complexion even further. “My head is killing me,” he moaned. His foreign companion Anton looked little better.

The weary men picketed their horses in the scrub and dragged off the saddles. “Make sure those picket ropes are secure,” Kirby told them. “You won’t like walking back to Temperance.”

After feeding and watering their horses, the townsmen flung themselves down to rest. “This quarry promises us all the sport we can handle,” gasped Mr. Simpkin, gingerly touching a saddle-worn spot on the inside of his thigh. “At least the way Mr. Kirby conducts the hunt, it does.”

Beefy Karl Reichardt pushed off his pith helmet and poured half a canteen of water down his dry, cracked throat. “Me, I am not used to so much riding. A little bit around town maybe, but Mr. Kirby wants us to ride all day, like wild Indians.”

Beside them, young Harry Ferrante opened a tin of bran- died peach halves. With his fingers, he began stuffing the contents into his mouth. Harry was still standing. He looked like he wanted to keep going.

Temporarily sated with water, Karl flopped onto his back. “Harry, you have grown so, I don’t believe it. It seems like yesterday you wore short pants and came to my stables to pet the horses. And your energy! I don’t see how you young people do it.”

“Oh, I’m enjoying this,” Harry said pleasantly. “What do you think—will we take Burdette alive? If we do, will we hang him on the spot? That would be something. I’ve never—”

 “Hey, you—shut up!”

Harry turned. The curly-haired cowboy named Brazos was coming toward him, pointing. “I heard about enough of your shit today, boy. I won’t hit these old men, but I’ll sure as hell take a lick at you.”

Harry, whose pride was every bit the equal of Brazos’s, stiffened at the remark. “Mind your own business, plowboy.”

Brazos’s fist flashed out. He hit Harry on the jaw, knocking him several steps backward and onto the seat of his pants. Harry threw away the tin of peaches and scrambled up, squaring himself.

Everyone was on his feet. The grizzled cowboy Spud ran up and grabbed Brazos’s arm. “Come on, son, this ain’t the—”

Brazos struggled, pulling Spud forward.

“Let ’em fight!” laughed the deputy, Silas.

Then Karl Reichardt grabbed Brazos’s other arm and pinned it behind him. “Easy, young man.”

Brazos thrashed and kicked, trying to get at Harry, but his struggles lessened as it became apparent he would not get loose. His anger was little abated, however. “All day they been talking about Swede Burdette like he was some kind of animal. What do you damn townies know? I bet you ain’t even from around here, are you?”

Harry lowered his fists a bit. “I’m from Philadelphia, originally.”

“See? Well, Swede had reasons for what he done, but you wouldn’t know nothing about that, you carpetbagging sonofa—”

Harry frowned. “What reasons?”

Brazos was about to reply, when Kirby shoved through the press of men. “All right, all right. That’s enough.”

Spud and Karl let go of Brazos. Kirby rounded on the two combatants, seething. “If you weren’t so young, I’d break your heads for you.”

Brazos and Harry forgot their anger at each other and backed away.

With a finger, Kirby jabbed Brazos farther backward. “And you. I got tired of these Robin Hood stories about Swede Burdette a long time ago. I don’t want to hear any more of them from you.”

Spud moved forward, defending his fellow cowboy. “Lots of fellas ’round these parts sympathize with Swede, Kirby— you know that. Swede’s a hero. Has been for a long time. Hell, you was with Swede when he killed his first Comanche. If anybody—”

“You live within the law, or you live outside it,” Kirby said. “There’s no middle ground. Swede Burdette is a thief and a murderer, and he’s going to pay.”

Brazos was angry again. “How ’bout what the railroad done to Swede—and to lots of other folks besides?”

“Don’t talk to me about the railroad. My parents were storekeepers east of here, in Comal County. They just about starved before that railroad came through after the war.”

“Ja
 . Mr. Kirby is right,” Karl Reichardt said. “The railroad is the making of this country. You will see that.”

“It’s going to put Temperance on the map,” Mr. Simpkin added. “In the future, power and wealth in the United States will radiate from the West—and it is the railroad that will make it all possible.”

Simpkin took a deep breath, preparing for some impromptu electioneering, but Kirby cut the conversation short. “Am I going to have trouble with you boys. Spud?”

The old cowboy held up both hands, shaking his head. “We’ll do what you tell us, Kirby. Swede took his chances when he went wrong. He knowed what the end would be.”

Kirby’s shoulders relaxed. The taut lines around his eyes softened. “All right. Brazos, you and the kid here, shake hands. Then get some sleep. We’ll be in the saddle early tomorrow.”

Harry hesitated, then he wiped his hand on his whipcord trousers and extended it. “Sorry, Brazos. I didn’t mean anything personal.”

The cowboy licked his lips. Swaggering a bit, he took Harry’s hand in his own gloved one. “Sure. Reckon I got hot under the collar. Happens sometimes.”

The posse broke up. Kirby turned away. He saw Simpkin hobbling about, gathering dried brush. “No fires, Mr. Simpkin. We don’t wish to advertise our presence.”

Kirby walked on. Simpkin looked at Karl, whose thick

fingers were frozen in the act of unlacing his canvas gaiters. “No fires?” breathed the German. “Such a man.”

Simpkin said, “!’m going to write the governor about that fellow the moment we get back. You mark my word.”
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Next to his saddle Kirby placed a small layer of brush, to protect him from the ground cold. Over that he laid his ground sheet. He was reaching for his blanket when he realized someone was behind him. It was that kid with the silly mustache, all eager like a puppy dog.

“Mr. Kirby, can I ask you something?”

“Sure, kid—say, what is your name, anyway?”

“It’s Harry, Mr. Kirby, Harry Ferrante. My mother runs the Italian Gardens Restaurant on 4th Street.” Harry ended on a note of hopeful optimism.

“What do you want to know?”

“That cowboy said you know Swede Burdette. Is that true?”

Kirby paused before answering. “I’ve known Swede Burdette for thirty years.”

“Thirty years! Why, that’s a lifetime!”

Kirby’s eyes drifted off into some middle distance that only he could see. “Swede’s parents were farmers; they came to our store to trade. We used to go camping together. During the war, Swede and I were in the same company, later the same prisoner-of-war camp. At first Swede was my captain. Later he was my sergeant and I was his commanding officer.”

“He’s such a famous outlaw. What’s he really like? They say he’s frightful mean.”

“Mean?” Kirby seemed to stop breathing. “No, not mean. He was the best man I ever knew.”

Then the spell broke. Kirby blinked and scraped his foot. He began unrolling his blanket. “After the war, we came back to Texas, and everything changed. I went my way; Swede went his.”

“Brazos said he had a good reason.”

“He broke the law, boy. Nobody has reason for that. The law is what makes us civilized. It’s how we protect the weak from the strong. We don’t choose the laws we’re going to obey, we have to obey them all. There were lots of men like Swede right after the war, men who made their own law. There’s not so many left in these parts, now. We’ve made real progress—that type has to be eliminated if we’re to build this country into something good. They’ve outlived their time.”

 

* * *

 

“This trip—it will have much danger?” asked the foundry laborer, Anton.

The scarred deputy, Silas, replied with the confident voice of experience. “Some, maybe. They say this Burdette is good. There’s ten of us, though, and one of him—ain’t much doubt how it’ll turn out.” He laughed.

The two men, plus Canada, were camped in a hollow, on the south side of a thicket. They had finished their supper; Silas and Canada had given Anton dried beef and com bread to supplement his meager ration of cold beans. Silas took a whiskey bottle from his saddlebag. He popped the cork and took a swig. “I tell you, I don’t like riding with no nigger, though.”

“It ain’t right,” agreed the drifter, Canada. He took a long drink to ease the pain of his throbbing head, then he returned the bottle to Silas.

“Here, Polish—wash down dinner,” Silas said.

Anton looked across the dark camp, where Kirby was just finished talking to Harry. “But Mr. Kirby said ...”

Silas waved a big hand. “Don’t worry about Kirby.” Nervously Anton raised the bottle, twisting his body so no one could see him. He had once been an honor student at Krakow University, and he felt out of place in this rough company. For that matter, he felt out of place on the posse—as a rule he steered clear of anything to do with the police. He drank the rye whiskey, gagged, and made a face. “Not like Polish vodka,” he said, giving back the bottle.

Silas drank again, bragging. “No nigger would have come within miles of us in the old days—not with Quantrill and Bloody Bill Anderson around. I’ve told you about Centralia, ain’t I, Canada?”

Before Canada could reply, Silas went on, looking at Anton. “See, Polish, during the war, about thirty of us took this town in Missouri called Centralia. There was twenty-five Yankees there. They surrendered, but we shot ’em anyway. When the Yank major down the road heard what had happened, he got madder than hell. He chased us with a hundred men— which was just what Quantrill and Bloody Bill wanted. Two hundred of us ambushed ’em in some woods and killed ’em all.” He looked at Canada, laughing. “That was some day. Ole Jesse shot the major hisself, right in the face.”

Anton heard a familiar name. His soft eyes widened. “That is Jesse James? You know him?”

“Sure, I know Jesse. You don’t want to fool with Jesse—leastways not when he’s armed. He ain’t so tough without his guns.” Silas took another drink, grinning and revealing his ill-kept teeth. “After the war, Missouri was a little hot for me, so I come to Texas. Got me a job with the State Police. Man, that was good living—money, women, liquor, anything you wanted, there for the taking and nobody to stop you.” Silas did not mention that as a State Policeman he had seriously injured a suspect—whose wife Silas had been seeing—while in custody. The man was later found to be innocent, but nothing happened to Silas.

“Kirby was in the State Police,” Canada said, taking the bottle for another try at easing the pain in his head. “You know him then?”

“Knew of him. The boys hated him. ‘Law and Order Kirby,’ they called him. They said you couldn’t make a red cent in his command, and he worked you to death. Hell, if I’d known Kirby would be in charge of this posse and not me, I’d never have come. We don’t need no Ranger for this work.”

Canada laughed his cackling laugh. “Just ’cause the Rangers wouldn’t let you join ...”

Silas sat up straight. He leaned forward menacingly. “I don’t think that’s funny—see?”

“Sure, Silas,” Canada said, backing off. “Sure. I didn’t mean nothing.”

Silas leaned back, and Canada quickly changed the subject. “Don’t see you around town much, Anton. How long you been in Texas?”

“In Texas, one year,” said the young man slowly. “In Temperance, eight months.”

“Poland—that’s a helluva way to come. You hiding from the law or something?”

Canada had said it as a joke, because the bearded immigrant looked so innocent, so eager to please. But Anton’s round face paled, and his voice grew strained. “Please, I only come to this country for a chance to live and work in peace.”

“All right, all right—no need to get worked up about it. Damn, everybody sure is testy tonight.”

Beside them, Silas took another drink and rose, smiling mischievously. “Come on.”

Canada got to his feet. Anton followed his new friends. “Where we going?” said Canada.

“To talk to the nigger,” Silas said.

 

* * *

 

Black George finished brushing his horse. He had paid no attention to the fight between Harry and Brazos. White men’s quarrels were nothing to him; he hoped they killed each other.

He threw a deerskin shirt over his muscular upper body and stepped beyond the picket line, breathing deeply of the night air. In his years of living in the West, George had learned to smell when Indians were about, but tonight his senses told him none were near. To his right, the cowboy Spud walked with his Winchester ready. George felt safe with Spud on guard, but he didn’t know about some of these other people.

Returning to camp, George found his path blocked by the hulking form of Silas, shadowy in the weak moonlight. The deputy’s bowler hat was tipped way back, and his hands were in his pockets. Behind Silas was that rat-faced fellow, Canada, with the foreigner, Anton, off to one side, as if undecided whether or not to join in.

Silas rocked back and forth on his heels, grinning with exaggerated politeness. “Evenin’, Mr. George.”

George nodded. He smelled whiskey on the deputy’s fetid breath; smelled his sweat and cheap hair oil.

“Say, Mr. George, we was wondering—me and the boys, here—was you ever a slave?”

The slumbering fire in George’s eyes stirred. “That’s right, mister. I was a slave.”

Silas tsked sympathetically. “What was it like? Awful

bad, I reckon. Get whipped a lot?” Silas winked at his friends. Canada giggled.

George had been through this kind of thing many times. “Oh, it wasn’t so bad—just boring, is all. Ole Massa, he was poor as a church mouse and drunk most of the time. Without I worked, that fool would have starved to death.”

Silas stopped rocking on his heels. His voice took a sharper edge. “All the same, I reckon it was lucky ole Abe Lincoln come along and freed you.”

“Abe Lincoln didn’t do nothing for me, mister—I escaped.” George spit the words out, standing straight.

Silas removed his hands from his pockets.

George said, “That’s right—escaped. Run away when I was thirteen. Wasn’t hard—not only was Massa poor, he was just about the stupidest damn white man I ever seen.” George peered at Silas closely. “He was just about as stupid as you.”

Silas was furious. George knew he’d never heard a black talk this way before—where he came from, it wasn’t allowed. George gave the three white men his smile and sauntered away.

From beneath his checkered vest, Canada drew a small pistol and pointed it at the retreating tracker, but Silas stepped over and pulled Canada’s arm down.

Canada looked at his friend in surprise. Silas was grim; his fleshy lips were unusually compressed. “Later,” he said. “When Kirby’s not around.”

Gap-toothed Canada understood. He relaxed and grinned. Young Anton looked worried.
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Kirby could not sleep.

Why did Spud and that kid Harry have to keep going on about Swede? Why did they have to dredge up memories that Kirby had worked so hard to bury?

 

* * *

 

The first time the boy had ridden up to his father’s store was in the autumn of ’44, back in the days of the Texas Republic. Kirby was twelve then; he was behind the counter doing his schoolwork. Little Jeff was—what?—four, playing in the yard with his gray terrier, Ben. Mother was out back.

The tall boy rode across the yard on a dappled gray. He wore a fringed, thigh-length hunting shirt and a black slouch hat, both of which had seen much service. A long rifle was cradled in his arm, and a huge bowie knife hung from his belt. Leggings, moccasins, and a carved powder horn completed his attire.

The general store occupied the front half of the Kirbys’ log cabin. The boy dismounted and strolled inside with an air of self-confidence far beyond his age. He was about a year older than Kirby, but it seemed much more. He was rangy and handsome, with dark wavy hair. His eyes laughed, but in their depths was a hint of something else—of great violence. He looked like a fellow who was capable of good and bad in equal measure.

The boy looked around the store like he owned it. Then he flashed Kirby a good-natured grin. “Heard there was a store up here now,” he drawled. “My pa sent me for a look-see, and to pick up some sundries—that is, if you ain’t too busy readin’ them books.”

He grinned again. Kirby cleared his throat, sliding off his stool, for some reason feeling self-conscious about his citified coat and string tie. The tall boy stuck his hand across the counter. “Name’s Andy Burdette—but folks mostly call me Swede.”

“John Kirby. That straw-haired urchin you passed in the yard is my brother, Jeff.”

“Where’s your pa?”

“In San Antonio, on business. He’s away a lot.”

“Kinda dangerous, ain’t it?”

At first Kirby didn’t understand. Then he said, “Oh, you mean Indians. Dad says we don’t have to worry about them.”

“Don’t believe it,” Swede said, and for the first time in his life Kirby found himself questioning something his father had told him.

Swede’s order was not large. While Kirby placed the goods in Swede’s morral—a Mexican fiber saddlebag—the tall boy looked across the counter at what Kirby had been reading. “This book about Indians?”

“It’s Caesar’s Gallic Wars” Kirby said. “It’s in Latin.”

“What’s Latin?”

“An old-time language. Nobody speaks it anymore.”

Swede digested this information without expression. Then he shrugged. “Well, how a fella spends his time is his own business, I reckon.”

This frontier boy had a way of getting under Kirby’s skin; he made Kirby feel embarrassed about being educated. “Most of these other books are in English,” Kirby said, indicating a stack beside his counter stool. “I have to learn them all if I want to get into a good school back east.”

This last bit explained it all to Swede. “Oh, fixin’ to be a schoolmaster, huh?”

“Lawyer,” Kirby corrected.

Swede paid no mind. “Well, Schoolmaster, I reckon you and me is gonna be friends. Reckon we don’t have no choice— you bein’ the only fella my age in forty miles.”

Kirby did not know what to say. It was not often in his city-bred life that boys smelling of woods and horses and even danger walked up to him, proffering their friendship. Outside, Jeff squealed with laughter and the terrier barked merrily.

“So tell me, friend,” Swede said, “where do you hail from?”

Swede’s grin put Kirby at ease, even as he felt ridiculous at being made easy in his own house. “Charleston,” he said. “There’s a business depression back in the States. My dad got wiped out, and he brought us here to start over. We’ve been here nearly six months now.”

“What do you think of Texas?”

“I haven’t had time to see much of it,” Kirby admitted.

Swede said, “I usually go camping in late October. You’re welcome to come along.”

“Sure!” Kirby said. Then his face fell. “No, I guess not. I have the store to look after, and the farm and my brother, Jeff, and I have these books to do. . . His voice trailed off.

“Scared?” Swede asked.

Kirby’s temper flashed. He was big and strong for his age, and he didn’t stand aside for anybody. “Listen, friend— anything you can do, I can do,” he said, wishing he could have thought of a retort that sounded less childish.

Swede spread his long arms. “Then do it.”

Kirby smacked his hand against his thigh angrily. “All right,” he said at last. “All right. I’ll ask Dad. Maybe he’ll let me. Maybe he’ll be at home for a change.”

As it turned out, Kirby’s father was going away again—for two months—this time to Washington, D.C., and he was taking his wife with him. The children and farm stock would stay at Pat Worth’s place on Buffalo Creek. This Washington mission was important for Kirby’s father. The farm and store—neither of which had been doing well anyway—would have to go fallow. Under these circumstances, it was perfectly all right if his elder son absented himself for a while. Kirby’s heart soared.

The boys took a rifle and two single-shot pistols each, Swede insisting on the pistols as a precaution against Indians. Kirby wore a new hickory shirt and a new felt hat. They spent two weeks moving up the Guadalupe River, hunting and fishing. The skies were deep blue and cloudless, and from the ridge tops you could see fifty miles in the crystal air. Swede showed Kirby a world of forest and prairie, overflowing with game—antelope, deer, wild turkey, and a musty herd of buffalo that stretched as far as the eye could see in any direction, a herd that took Swede and Kirby from morning till sunset to ride through.

For Kirby’s part, he lived up to the pledge he had made in the store. He might lack Swede’s experience, but he learned quickly, and he always kept up.

“I reckoned you would,” Swede told him.

Those days were a boy’s delight—running foot races and horse races, having shooting competitions and sleeping late, laughing and playing pranks on one another. Sometimes Kirby felt guilty about leaving young Jeff at the Worths’, but he managed to force it from his mind. At night, they roasted venison or grouse over a roaring fire, and they swapped tales about life on the frontier and in Charleston.

One evening Swede produced a little jar of whiskey that he’d stolen from his father, and they passed it back and forth. Swede had drunk whiskey before, but Kirby did not like the burning taste or the light-headed feeling the liquor induced.

Prompted, perhaps, by the whiskey, Swede told Kirby how he’d been born in Texas, in what was then called Austin’s Colony. Swede’s father, James, and his uncle Matthew had come to Texas from Tennessee in 1830, seeking land and freedom. When the Texas Revolution erupted in ’36, James and Matthew drew lots to see who would fight the Mexicans and who would stay behind to protect the families. Matthew won.

“I was four then,” Swede said. “Only recollection I have of Uncle Matt is a tall man in a fringed shirt, riding off to join Fannin at Goliad. Three months later he was dead. Fannin’s whole force was . . . massacred by Santa Anna when they surrendered.”

Swede sipped some more of the clear-colored whiskey, and Kirby caught the liquor’s harsh smell. Swede went on. “Rest of us started running. We run for two hundred miles, with General Gaona and the Mexican army one step behind us all the way—nothing with us but the clothes on our backs. My pa near killed hisself keeping us together, keeping us fed and on the road. Then Houston whipped the Mexicans at San Jacinto, and the war ended. We came back to our place. The Mexicans had destroyed everything—property, stock. They even poisoned the wells.”

“What did you do?” Kirby asked.

“Started rebuilding the same day. ‘This is our land,’ Pa said. ‘Ain’t nobody gonna run us off of it.’ I’ll never forget that.”

“Your father sounds like a special kind of person,” Kirby said.

Swede looked at him funny. “No, he ain’t. Lots of people ’round here went through worse in them days. My pa did what any Texian would do.”

Kirby tried to think of something to lighten the somber mood. “My father’s working in the movement to make Texas a state. He’s been on some of Houston’s committees. That’s why he’s in Washington right now.”

To Kirby’s surprise. Swede was not impressed. “Some folks don’t see no need for Texas to be a state,” he said in a quiet voice. “Some of us—some that’s been here from the beginning—likes Texas just the way she is, an independent country.”

Kirby changed the conversation. “Do you have brothers and sisters?”

“Used to be some, I heard, but they died of some disease or other back in Tennessee. My folks had me kinda late in life.” Swede looked tired of talk. He extended the jar. “Here, have some more firewater.”

Next day, the boys turned for home. Swede said the weather was going to turn bad; but how he could tell, Kirby did not know. If anything, it was even more beautiful than before. The late autumn heat hung drowsily in the air. Kirby was glad to be going back. He felt a strange urgency to see Jeff again.

On their last night out, they camped in a forest of pin-oak and cedar, thick with undergrowth. Dinner was long finished. Swede reclined on one arm; Kirby sat cross-legged, staring into the fire. Swede had grown especially quiet the last few days. Kirby knew the other boy didn’t want to go home. Kirby was thinking about all that he had learned on the trip, about how easily he’d grown used to sleeping on hard ground.

He was wondering what Mrs. Worth would have for supper tomorrow, when Swede abruptly spoke. “Reckon you could learn me how to read?”

Kirby was taken aback. He tried to get his jumbled thoughts together. It had never occurred to him that Swede could not read—though it should have, for illiteracy was common on the frontier. “My mom does some teaching part-time,” he said at last. “She’d be better at—”

“I want you to do it.”

Kirby guessed that Swede must be touchy about the subject. He felt proud that his new friend trusted him this much. “Sure,” he said, “I’ll teach you. It’s not hard. We’ll start tomorrow, if you like. I’ll give you the primer when we get to the Worths’ house.”

Swede nodded. He leaned back, looking content. “Always figured a fella should read. Might come in handy some—”

Suddenly Swede was on his feet, peering into the dark forest. Kirby looked up at him, bewildered.

“Somebody out there,” Swede whispered, reaching for his long rifle.

Undergrowth cracked. Swede raised the rifle. His voice broke as he shouted, “Who is that?”

A girl’s voice cried back, “Swede—is that you? Oh, thank God!”

The undergrowth crashed again, close by, and a girl stumbled into the firelight. She was about eight, slender, with matted black hair. She was barefoot and covered with blood. Her clothes and skin were ripped to shreds by thorns and rocks, and there were dark welts on her face where she’d been beaten.

“It’s Sarah Worth!” Kirby cried. He had not recognized her at first. His heart grew cold as he realized what must have happened.

Sarah buried her head in Swede’s familiar chest; she’d known him all her life. “Oh, Swede, I’m so glad this fire was you.” She realized Kirby was there, and she looked at him with trepidation.

“Comanches?” Swede asked.

“Yes,” she sobbed, turning back.

“How many?”

“I don’t know. A lot. They came to our house yesterday morning. They killed Mommy and Daddy and Homer, the hired hand. They took all the horses, then they burned the buildings and killed the rest of the animals—even Jeff’s dog, Ben. Swede, they nailed Ben to a pecan tree and made us watch. ...”

Sarah started crying, and Swede finished for her. “And then they took you and Jeff prisoner.”

“Yes.”

Kirby had fallen to his knees. He buried his face in his clenched fists.

“Which way are they headed?” Swede asked Sarah.

“Along the divide between the Guadalupe and the Cibolo. We were traveling fast. They weren’t keeping watch on me—they must have thought a girl wouldn’t try to escape. I managed to slip away last night. I’ve been running all day. I stayed on the trail, but they never sent anyone back to look for me.”

“And Jeff?” Kirby breathed.

“He’s probably all right, so far. He’s riding with one of the chiefs.”

For a moment, Kirby was so mad he was incapable of movement. Then he rose slowly, crying. He choked incoherently and turned on Swede. Grabbing the tall boy’s deerskin shirt, he shook him violently. “Damn you!” he cried. “Damn you, damn you, damn you! I knew I shouldn’t have let you talk me into coming on this trip. If only I had been there, I could have—”

“You’d have got your scalp lifted, along with Homer and Pat and Becky Worth,” Swede told him brutally, knocking his hands down. “Comanches was on them people before they was even out of bed, prob’ly thirty or forty braves with knives and axes. Think you could have stopped that. Schoolmaster? What would you do—read Latin to ‘em?”

Kirby burned with rage. His fists were clenched white, but he said nothing.

Swede turned away. He thought quickly. “All right. John, take Sarah and head for Marty Miller’s place. That’s closest to here. Tell Marty to enlist a company of minutemen and come quick. Tell them I’ll be following the Comanches. I’ll keep them under observation till the minutemen come up.”

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Kirby said, raising a hand. “I’m coming with you.”

“You have to look after Sarah.”

“Sarah can take the packhorse and ride on by herself. She’s not hurt too bad to make it to the Miller place.”

Swede looked at Sarah. The eight-year-old was clear‑eyed, level-headed. She’d been raised on the frontier; she knew what was expected of her in these situations.

She nodded, brushing her dark hair out of her face, trembling and swallowing her sobs. “Yes, I can make it all right.”

Swede looked back to Kirby. “This won’t be no camping trip, Schoolmaster.”

Kirby felt as though his chest would burst through his hickory shirt. “I told you before—anything you can do, I can do.”

Swede shrugged and turned away. “I hope you’re right.”

While young Sarah scraped a hunk of bread around the inside of the cook pot and swallowed it down. Swede and Kirby saddled their horses and made ready the packhorse. Swede helped Sarah onto her mount, and she started for the Miller farm. She knew the way. Swede and Kirby took out after the Comanches.

They traveled light, carrying only weapons and ammunition, along with some parched com and dried meat in their morrales. Everything else was abandoned at camp, save for a hunting horn that Swede tied to his saddle. They rode upriver in the dark. Not long after dawn they turned up Buffalo Creek, where they picked up the Comanche trail at the burned Worth farm.

Confident of their strength, the Indians had made no effort to hide their trail—anyone could have followed it. It was broad and deep, with the prints of many ponies. The smell of horse manure was overpowering in the heat. As they followed the trail, Kirby’s emotions veered violently between a desire to rescue Jeff and a soul-shattering fear. If he and Swede were discovered by this many Comanches, it meant certain death.

Beside Kirby, Swede was tight-lipped. His eyes never stopped searching the horizon. “You done this before?” Kirby asked.

Without looking, Swede said, “I rode on a scout with Sam Walker and the Texas Rangers once, and I’ve ridden with the militia when my pa couldn’t go. But we never cut no hot trails, and I for sure never fought no Comanches.”

Kirby could not stop shaking. “Swede, I’m scared to death. Every bend we round, I’m afraid we’ll see Jeff’s body lying there.”

“We won’t,” Swede told him. “Them Comanches’ll do everything they can to keep Jeff alive. They’re fixing to make him a brave. Comanches don’t have many kids as a rule, so they like to capture young boys and raise ’em up as their own. Some of their chiefs are part white or Mexican—even Negro. They don’t have as much use for girls Sarah’s age, ’cept to rape and use as slaves around the camp—that’s why they didn’t come back looking for her.”

Next day the warm weather broke, and a norther slammed down on the boys with howling wind and driving rain. The temperature must have dropped thirty degrees in an hour, and it kept dropping. Wet and frozen, the boys wrapped their weapons in oilcloth and pushed on. The Indian trail bent back to the Guadalupe, and the boys arrived to find the normally placid river gushing fiercely past them.

“River’s rising,” Swede shouted above the screaming storm. “Tie your rifle down. We’ll have to swim our horses across. When the water reaches your thigh, slide off and hang onto your pommel.”

Kiiby watched a sizable tree limb swirling over and over down the river. “What happens if I let go of the pommel?”

“Don’t,” Swede said, kicking his reluctant gray into the water.

Kirby followed, praying for dear life. The freezing water rose up his legs quickly, and he slid out of the Mexican saddle. The horse swam forward, struggling against the current. Kirby’s gloves were slipping on the thick pommel of the saddle. Icy wavelets smacked his face. He flung his weight forward, trying to get a better grip on the pommel, but instead lost his grip entirely and was thrown adrift in the raging river.

He had but one chance. As the current surged him past the swimming horse, he reached for the animal’s tail. He caught it with one hand, then two, locking his fingers in the horse’s thick, wiry hair. He hung on, swallowing huge amounts of freezing water, gasping for breath. His mouth and eyes were full of water. He couldn’t breathe. He was drowning.

Then something was battering his feet. It was the riverbed. They were across. He let go the horse’s tail and dropped into the water.

He emerged from the river hatless and dripping, and he waded to shore. He was shaking, his legs so weak he could hardly stand. He was so relieved to be on solid ground, he no longer noticed the rain and wind lashing his face.

Swede showed little pity for Kirby’s experience in the water; judging from his looks. Swede’s own crossing had been difficult enough. The tall boy was staring back at the

river. He was breathing in great draughts. Fear and uncertainty clouded his face, though he tried not to show them. At the same time there was a look in his eyes like he’d been summoned to a test, as if he’d arrived at a moment he’d always known would come, a moment he’d awaited with both dread and fascination.

Swede turned to Kirby. “We barely made it across. Time that river’s down enough for the minutemen to cross, them Comanches’ll be safe in Mexico, or in the Unknown Lands west of the Llano Estacado. It’ll be twelve—fifteen years before your brother Jeff sees Texas again, and when he comes, he’ll be painted and feathered and looking for white blood. We’re the only ones who can save him now.”

They rode on, sleeping on piles of brush, huddling together from the elements. The norther blew itself out, but the weather stayed cold. As soon as the rain stopped, the boys halted and cleaned their weapons thoroughly. Then they took up the chase once more. The dry uplands were approaching. The tall pin-oaks were giving way to gnarled mesquite.

Swede eyed the trail eagerly. “They’re traveling slower. They reckon they’re safe.”

Because of the mud, there was no dust cloud to locate the raiding party’s position, but the tracks got fresher and fresher until it was apparent the Comanches were just ahead. Kirby’s blood was racing, his heart beating like one of the new steam hammers.

“Keep your eyes peeled,” Swede warned.

They sighted the Indians in the late afternoon—a large party of braves and a lot of horses. They were crossing a long, bare ridge line ahead, silhouetted against the leaden sky.

The boys took cover until the last Indian disappeared over the ridge. Swede ran his tongue across his lips, while he searched for stragglers or a rear guard. “There’ll be water over that ridge. That’s where they’ll camp. Come on, I want to scout them out before it gets dark—there’ll be no fires to see by tonight. The wood’s too wet.”

They tethered their horses in a thicket of mesquite and crept to the top of the ridge. They didn’t feel the cold or the wet or the mud that soaked their clothes. The Indians were camped below them, beside a rain-swollen creek. There were thirty to thirty-five warriors, Kirby guessed, and at least a hundred horses. It had been a good raid. The Comanches were relaxed and laughing, clearly unworried by thoughts of pursuit. Some of them started beating hollow sticks and singing in a strange, guttural chant.

Kirby’s heart fell as he surveyed the scene. “Swede, we’ll never get Jeff out of there.”

“We’ve got to try,” Swede said. He pointed. “There’s the chiefs war lance, stuck in the ground by those cottonwoods— that’s where Jeff’ll be. There—is that him?”

Kirby saw a diminutive figure wrapped in a huge buffalo robe. His hair was straw-colored, and he was staring this way and that, as though bewildered.

“That’s him.” Kirby had practically raised Jeff; he would know him from any distance.

“Looks warm enough, anyway,” Swede said.

As they watched, a tall figure whose elaborately beaded shirt and head full of feathers identified him as a chief approached Jeff. He handed the boy some food, then beckoned him to the stream for water.

Kirby felt an irrational urge to scream at the top of his lungs, to relieve his tension with some violent physical activity. Anything to keep himself from thinking.

Swede was studying the Indian camp, memorizing its features as the late autumn daylight turned to night. “After dark, you take all our weapons and my hunting horn. Slip down the hill and cut loose their caballado
 . Stampede ’em into the camp, then start shooting off the guns. Blow that horn. Make them Comanches think they’s being attacked by a company of Rangers. In the confusion, I’ll try to slip into-the camp and bring Jeff out.”

“Will that plan work?” Kirby said.

Swede shrugged. “It’s the only one I can think of. We’ll wait till after midnight, when they’re asleep. If my pa’s stories are right, they won’t place a guard on the camp tonight—Pa says Comanches is mighty careless when they reckon they’re safe.”

The clouds blew away during the night, and the new moon gave a thin light. Kirby took Swede’s pistols and stuffed them into his belt alongside his own. He slung Swede’s hunting horn and long rifle over his shoulders.

Swede left his hat on his saddle. He loosened his bowie knife in its sheath. The knife blade was fourteen inches long and nearly as thick as a sword, with an edge like a fine-honed razor. “Give me a head start,” Swede said in a low voice, “to get near the camp.”

Kirby held the tall boy back. Kirby was proud, and he didn’t know how to word this. “Swede . . . thanks. For doing all this.”

“Forget it, Schoolmaster. In Texas we all pull together.” Then Swede flashed his big grin. “’Sides—we’re friends, ain’t we?” He slapped Kirby’s shoulder lightly and shinnied over the ridge.

Kirby watched Swede slither soundlessly down the hill, until he was lost in the shadows. Kirby could not wait any longer, if he didn’t start moving now he would go mad. He rose and started down the hill toward the horse herd, carrying his rifle at the ready.

The strong prairie wind sliced through Kirby’s wet clothes and body, chilling him until his teeth chattered loudly in the darkness. He almost had to pinch himself to believe this was happening, to believe that Jeff was being held prisoner by savages not three hundred yards away, and that he; was even now going to try to free him. His boots kicked pebbles and small rocks down the hillside. To Kirby it sounded like a series of avalanches—the Indians must hear him. His imagination conjured terrifying images out of the darkness. He expected a Comanche to leap upon him any second.

He reached the horse herd, circling to come in downwind, like Swede had taught him. There was a string of personal horses tied to picket ropes, while the stolen animals were held in a makeshift corral. There was no sign of a guard.

Kirby approached the picketed horses first, his knife in one hand, his loaded rifle in the other. The horses stirred uneasily. “Shhh,” Kirby whispered. He smelled their coats, wet and cold.

Kirby severed the picket ropes with his knife, hurrying down the line. As the animals wandered free, they grew more restive, snorting and pawing the ground. “Shhh.”

He cut the last picket rope and turned to the large stolen herd, which was penned along the creek by a single strand of rope. The Indians obviously believed the captured animals were too tired to try to run away. Kirby cut the rope, then began pushing the horses toward the Indian camp. One of the horses balked, rising up on his hind legs and whinnying loudly.

From nearby came a sleepy grunt and a sound of uncertain movement. Kirby turned, cocked his rifle, and fired toward the noise. The muzzle flash lit up the blackness, revealing a hideous painted face. Kirby didn’t know if he hit the Indian. He didn’t stay to find out.

The rifle shot had started the horses running toward the Indian camp, crashing through the thick undergrowth. Taking care not to be trampled, Kirby unslung Swede’s long rifle and hurried toward the camp, cocking the hammer. He stopped and blew three loud blasts on the horn. He let out the high- pitched, yipping cry characteristic of the Texas fighter, then fired the rifle and reslung it.

He moved closer to the camp, but in a line that would take him back to the ridge. He blew the horn again. Shouts sounded above the drumming hoofbeats in the darkness. He kept moving, dodging scared horses, stumbling into sharp thickets. Something whizzed past his cheek. “There’s one trying to escape!” he yelled in what he hoped was a deep voice. “Get him!” He fired one of the pistols.

Something barreled into him, knocking him flat. Was he shot? No, it must have been a horse. He scrambled up unsteadily. His head was ringing, but he forced himself to keep moving, to keep blowing the horn and yelling his Texas war cry. Ahead of him there were shouts and screams and also splashes—that meant horses or men, or hopefully both, were crossing the creek for safety. Orange muzzle flashes split the darkness, followed by shots. The Indians had fallen for the ruse and were firing back. Kirby could imagine how the sleepy Indians had been taken in, with the shots and the horn blowing, and the racket of the unseen horses, which might have been men, all around them—though things might have been very different had that guard not been sleeping. Kirby fired his second pistol toward the muzzle flashes. He wondered if Swede was in the camp—for an absurd instant, he wondered if he might have hit Swede with one of his shots.

The Indian camp was all shooting and confusion now. Kirby saw figures moving in the dim moonlight. Somewhere a horse had been hit and was crying out loudly. Kirby came down on the Indians’ flank, always closer, until he was standing on an abandoned blanket. He blew three more blasts on his horn and fired his last two pistols, simulating an attack from a new direction. Then he turned and sprinted for the ridge.

He used a cleft rock he’d seen earlier against the skyline as a landmark. He slipped and cut his hand open, but he didn’t notice, just as he didn’t notice the heavy weight of the weapons he was carrying. His body felt charged with some strange power he had never known before. He reached the cleft rock and crossed the ridge, leaving the uproar of the Comanche camp behind him. The Indians must be shooting at each other in the darkness, he thought.

Kirby tumbled down the far side of the ridge, toward the mesquite thicket. A sudden thought jerked him up short— what if Swede was not there, what if the thicket was full of Indians, waiting for him? He realized how dry his throat was, how his lungs burned from lack of air.

“Over here!” came a loud whisper—Swede’s voice.

Then Kirby heard a plaintive cry: “Johnny!”

Kirby ran to the thicket. Jeff was still wearing the buffalo robe. “Johnny!” he wailed.

Kirby fell to his knees, hugging the straw-haired little boy, kissing his cheeks and forehead, tousling his hair and crying, “Jeff—you’re all right.”

The boy held Kirby tight. “I want to go home, Johnny. Please, Johnny, I want to go home now.”

“We are going home, Jeff. Everything is all right.”

Jeff hugged his big brother tighter and looked over his shoulder at Swede. The freed boy seemed somehow as scared of his tall rescuer as he had been of the Indians.

Swede was off by himself. His legs were wobbly; he was staggering to stay on his feet. His face was ashen and sick and very young, but his eyes glowed with that fierce violence that Kirby had earlier glimpsed in them. Swede’s deerskin clothes were splashed with some dark, sticky substance, and he was wiping more of the substance from the blade of his bowie knife.

“Swede,” said Kirby, “what happened? What did you do?”

“I did what I had to do,” Swede replied in a harsh, unnatural whisper. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before them Comanches figure out they been tricked.”

 

* * *

 

Kirby stirred uncomfortably on the hard ground. He realized he was covered with sweat. He couldn’t get his breath. He sat up, looking around him. All was quiet.

He lay back down, pushing aside his blanket and gazing at the stars with sleepless eyes.

It was a long time till daylight.
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Swede lay motionless for some minutes, straining his ears for the slight cough, the slip of foot against rock that would signal the presence of unwelcome visitors. Slowly he pulled his blanket down, uncovering the cocked rifle and revolver he had slept with.

He pulled on his scuffed boots, sniffling and scanning the darkness. Dawn was a good hour away. He rose and buckled his leather chaps, his bones creaking in the damp chill.

 “Morning, Dancer.”

Dancer tossed his head lightly. Swede laid the rifle against his saddle. He fed and watered Dancer, constantly searching the land on all sides of the dead palo verde tree to which the horse was tethered.

“’Nother tough one today. Sometimes I think we should go into a different line of business—’cept for I don’t know one.”

Swede saddled Dancer and untied him. He wolfed a bite of hard biscuit and gnawed some pemmican, washing them down with a sip of water from his canteen. He didn’t mind eating cold. He’d done it from Shiloh to Camp Douglas prison, and other places just as bad. When he was ten, he’d ridden for two days to fetch a doctor for his mother. His horse had died under him, but he got the doctor back in time to save his mother’s life.

He stopped, looking toward the invisible hills. Was that summer thunder—or was it a gunshot? There it was again, a faint reverberation.

Swede listened but heard no more. Or had there been anything in the first place? Sound played funny tricks in those hills. Whatever it was, he couldn’t stop to worry about it.

“Wonder if we’ve throwed off the posse?” he said to Dancer. “Maybe, maybe not. Best act like we ain’t, though.” He mounted and rode off, still at his steady canter.

 

* * *

 

“Let’s go, there. Come on, move!” Kirby walked down the line of sleeping men, kicking them awake.

The bony lawyer, Simpkin, rolled over, rubbing sleep from his well-bred eyes. “What the devil?”

Karl Reichardt was snoring. Kirby kicked the big German’s shins. “Up!”

Karl howled, grabbing his leg and looking about him wildly. “For God’s sake, Mr. Kirby! The sun is not yet up!”

Kirby paid no attention, booting another recumbent form. “Let’s go.”

Anton, the Polish laborer, looked from beneath his blanket and ventured a joke. “Should not we take our time, Mr. Kirby? After all, we are paid by the day.”

There was some laughter. Over his shoulder, Kirby said, “You do what you want. Remember—if you’re not there when I get Burdette, you don’t share the reward.”

Grumbling and cursing, the men shook off their blankets and stumbled to their feet. Karl Reichardt was growing more worried by the minute. “Maniac,” he told Mr. Simpkin. “That is the only word for the man—maniac.”

Those who had not slept in their clothes found them and put them on in the dark. The men gathered their gear, fumbling and dropping things because they were half asleep. Kirby saw Simpkin pull a frying pan from his pack, while Karl addressed a slab of bacon with a long knife.

“Now what are you two doing?” Kirby said.

Mr. Simpkin, whose riding jacket was wrinkled and dirty, did not understand. “Preparing our breakfast, of course.”

“Put that away and saddle your horses.”

That did it for Karl, who felt he must have lost ten pounds yesterday. “Are we not even to be allowed food?” he cried. “Not even in the Prussian Army is such a thing—”

“Eat on the trail,” Kirby told him. He turned. “Silas, check the packs. See they’re on right.”

“Why me?” Silas complained, hauling up his galluses. “You got a nigger; let him do it.”

Across the camp, George stood by his saddled horse, wiping the barrel of his rifle with an oily rag. He gave no evidence of hearing Silas’s remark.

Kirby said, “I told you to do it, Silas.”

After a second, Silas relented. “Oh, all right. It’s too early in the morning to argue.”

Silas turned. Under his breath, he said to his friends, “Nigger probably couldn’t do it right anyway.”

The rim of the eastern sky was turning dull red, a sign of the heat to come. Sparrows traded anxious songs. An owl hooted on his last pass of the night. The smell of sage tinged the damp air. Waiting for the others, Kirby and Black George led their horses a little way from the camp, where the braided scout pointed out Burdette’s trail. The tracks led south over the lightening plain, toward the Quitman Mountains, still hidden in purple shadows.

Kirby was wearing his buckskin jacket. The jacket was black and greasy with age, and many of the fringes were missing. He took his watch, a B.W. Raymond Railroad Special, from the jacket and opened it. It was not yet five-thirty. “We’ve gained about an hour on him, I’d say.”

George agreed. “Hour—hour and a half.”

“I plan to take him early tomorrow afternoon.”

George raised his eyebrows. “He’ll be awful close to the border by then—he might even be across it.”

Kirby removed his jacket and tied it on his saddle. “Then we’ll pick up our pace. No more breaks except dinner. That’s our advantage—we can ride one set of horses until they drop. Swede can’t.”

George managed to look both doubtful and amused at the same time. He jerked a thumb toward the rest of the posse. “You really believe they can handle that kind of pace?”

“I don’t care what they can handle,” Kirby said. “The only thing I care about is getting Burdette.”
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By mid-morning, Swede was in the foothills. The ground was broken, slowing his pace. The intense heat took his breath away. There was no water, and the only shade was provided by overhanging ledges of rock.

Swede took off his heavy wool shirt and laid it across his saddle. He pushed up the sleeves of his undershirt, but the shirt was old and the sleeves kept falling down. He thought about cutting the sleeves off, but he knew he might be grateful for them later.

He turned in the saddle. “When we get out of this, I’m—”

He stopped, shaken. That was the second time he’d started to speak to the Kid today. The habit was difficult to break. He took off his hat and wiped his forehead. It was a hard to believe the Kid was gone. It was like Swede’s second nature had been taken, like he’d lost a big piece of himself.

He remembered how he’d first seen the Kid—riding out of a Sonoran dust storm with the Juaristas on his trail, escaping the ruins of Maximilian’s empire. Skinny and proud he’d been, with the choirboy smile that made him look even younger than he was. He was tough, though—he’d fought all through the Civil War, and had been a troop sergeant with the Second Arkansas Cavalry.

Swede had been on the run himself, and the two of them teamed up. In the years since. Swede and the Kid had spent no more than a few days apart. Arkansas had grown into a fine man. Now he was cut down in his prime.

Swede dismounted and led Dancer up a long, gradual rise. Swede’s thighs were sore from yesterday’s marching, and they screamed in protest at the new demands made upon them. Blisters burned his feet.

Reaching the top of the rise, he saw something and stopped.

In the distance, a brightly painted stagecoach lay on its side, with one wheel broken off. The horses were nowhere to be seen. The door of the coach had been torn away, and something was dangling over the sill. Scattered beyond the coach were baggage, clothing, and pale figures that could only be bodies. Buzzards jostled for position around the corpses, with more flying in all the time. A strong smell of decay drifted up the rise.

Swede drew his Winchester from its fringed case and levered it. At the same time his eyes scanned the terrain ahead, searching rocks and brush and folds in the earth.

“Trouble, Dancer. Be ready to run like hell.”

Swede mounted and started warily down the rise. He carried his rifle at the ready, eyes moving.

He circled the camp, passing the scattered ashes of a fire. The buzzards flapped their wings, but they did not interrupt their feeding. The bodies were so mutilated that Swede couldn’t tell their sex from this distance. They hadn’t been dead long, but in this heat a fearsome stench already lay over the area. The worst of the odor seemed to be coming from the stagecoach.

Swede dismounted near the overturned vehicle. He started forward, reins in his left hand, ready to fire and ride out. He passed a torn, crushed hatbox.

The coach was expensive—an Abbot, Downing. Its gaudy red and yellow paint was smashed and splintered and riddled with bullet holes. The gilt scrollwork had been ripped off the roof and windows. The object dangling over the door sill was a woman’s arm.

The arm was stained with blood from a deep gash. The blood had coagulated and turned brown in the sun. As the last drops had rolled down the woman’s hand, they had formed deposits like icicles on the tips of two fingers—the other three fingers were missing. Blue-green bottle flies buzzed on the arm in swarms. The smell was overpowering. Swede had to hold his breath.

Swede stepped forward and looked inside the coach.

What he saw staggered him backward like he’d been shot. Spasms twisted his stomach muscles, bending him double. He gagged, fighting down the urge to vomit.

Slowly he recovered. His stomach relaxed; his breath returned in shallow gulps. Sweat dripped out of his hair and into his eyes. He closed them, not believing such things had been done to a woman. He wondered how much of it she had lived through—all of it, if he knew Comanches. They must have dumped her in the coach when they were finished.

There was a noise behind him. Swede straightened and whirled, rifle level, ready to fire.

A young white woman was standing there. She threw her hands up. “Jesus, mister—don’t shoot!”
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The girl lowered her hands. Her face had a pugnacious look, sunburned and dirty. Her light reddish-brown hair was disheveled. Her gray skirt was torn in several places, and her blouse was open at the neck.

Swede lowered his rifle. He pulled a canteen from his saddle and cradled the girl’s slender shoulders. “You all right, lady?”

The girl shuddered, her emerald eyes glassy. “Yeah. Yeah, I think so.”

“Any more get away?” Swede steadied the canteen as she drank; his eyes flicked around the hills, alert for danger.

The girl gulped the water, then she started choking and coughing and spitting it from her mouth. “No.” She drank again.

“Easy,” Swede said.

When the girl was finished, she pushed the canteen back to Swede. “Thanks.”

“What happened here?”

The girl collected her thoughts, remembering. “I woke way before dawn. I was sleeping off by myself like I sometimes do, and I went for a”—she lowered her eyes—“a walk in the rocks. I was coming back when I heard a shot. Then more shots, followed by screams—the most awful screams. I hid in the rocks for I don’t know how long, too scared to move, trying not to listen to those screams. But it was impossible, it was like my own body was being tom apart, I had to bite my lip to keep from screaming myself. At last it stopped, and I crept back near camp.”

The color drained from the girl’s face. “Just as I got here, the screams started again.”

She swallowed hard. Involuntarily she turned toward the wrecked stagecoach, her breathing grew hoarse. “They had Lucy. They were . . . they were ...”

Her clenched hands flew to her hair. Her eyes grew wide and her mouth opened.

Swede shook her shoulders roughly. “Stop it!”

The girl’s wiry body tightened in Swede’s grip like an iron spring. Then the spring snapped, and she collapsed in his arms.

She sobbed hysterically, while long tremors rent her body. Her fingernails dug into Swede’s strong back. Swede stroked her head and shoulder. He could feel hot tears seeping through his bandana.

At last she grew still. Her grip relaxed. In a show of bravado, she wiped her nose and stood straight, swaying. She turned her wet cheeks to Swede. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I haven’t moved a muscle for hours. And then I saw you . . . but the sun was so hot . . . and I didn’t know if you were real, or if . . .”

The girl’s eyes rolled up in her head. She gave a little cry and fainted in Swede’s arms.

Still on his guard. Swede carried the girl away from the camp and laid her in the scant shade of the rocks. Sinking to one knee, he poured a little of his precious water onto his yellow bandana. He patted the girl’s burning cheeks and neck and laid the bandana across her forehead. He fanned her gently with his hat.

Unconscious, the girl’s face had a vulnerability it had not shown before. She was not beautiful, but there was a pertness to her turned-up nose and her mouth, along with a hint of freckles on her cheeks. She wore no corset, and the shape of her firm breasts showed through her blouse.

After a few minutes, the girl groaned and rolled onto her side. She blinked her eyes open and struggled up on one elbow. “It’s all right. I’m all right now.”

She tried to stand, but Swede held her down. “Take it easy.”

“No, really. I’m fine. Just let me have another drink.”

He handed her the canteen. She drank sparingly this time, as if she knew the value of water in this country. He left her and examined the remains of the campsite. She watched him, wondering who he was, this big man who smelled of leather and horse sweat and moved with such an air of self-confidence.

When Swede returned, he said, “I was hoping to find some whiskey. Comanches is good scroungers, though. I reckon they got it all.” He regarded the girl, rubbing his hand across his stubbly chin. “Unusual traveling company, ain’t it, lady— five women and just one man?”

The girl’s vulnerability disappeared, and hardness showed on her face like a mask. She could have been a different person. “Not so unusual where I come from.”

“I knew it when I saw the painted coach, of course.” Swede walked a few paces off. When he turned back, he was smiling to himself. “Damn, ain’t we a pair, though? You a whore, and me—well, lady, I hate to tell you, but I’m on the run from the law.”

“Oh, shit.”

The girl scrambled unsteadily to her feet. She stared at Swede, then after a second she shrugged and spread her arms. “I’ve only got one thing left to take, but I guess you can have it.”

Swede was not paying attention. He tilted his hat back on his head, thinking hard. He reached a decision quickly. “You’ll have to come with me.”

“On one horse?” The girl sounded surprised. “If somebody’s chasing you, doesn’t that mean you’ll be caught?”

“Probably.”

“I ... I don’t know what to say. I mean, I want to get away from here—of course—but I wouldn’t expect a fella in your fix to do this. Not for a ... a woman like me, anyway. I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Then don’t. I’m headed for Mexico. I’ll drop you at the first town across the border. We’ll be traveling fast. I apologize in advance for any inconvenience.” Swede pointed with his rifle. “I’d advise you to take off them petticoats. Make it easier on you.”

The girl hesitated. Then, quite unashamed, she lifted her tom skirt and began untying the ribbons of her petticoats. Swede gallantly averted his gaze.

“Hey,” the girl said. “Don’t you even want to know my name?”

Swede did not reply. He was calculating, his eyes searching the sun-baked hills.

“Hey—”

“All right, what’s your name?”

“Rosie Geraghty.” She waited a second. “Well, what’s yours?”

“Swede. Swede Burdette.”

Rosie dropped her last petticoat to the ground. “Oh, yeah, I think I heard of you.” She scratched her long legs, which itched beneath her pantaloons. “Ain’t you a bank robber or a train robber or something?”

“Something like that.”

“You ride with somebody, don’t you? Kid somebody?”

Swede took in his breath. “The Arkansas Kid. He was killed yesterday morning.”

“Oh.” Rosie stood straight and dropped her gaze. “I’m sorry.”

“Why? You didn’t kill him.”

“Are you always so direct, Mr. Burdette?”

“I try to be.” Swede pulled down his hat. “You got them things off yet?”

Swede tossed Rosie a tom, wide-brimmed straw hat that he had found in the wreckage of the camp. “Wear this—it’ll keep the sun off your head some.”

Rosie almost dropped the hat. She looked at it like it was alive, fighting some inner horror.

“What’s wrong?” Swede asked.

“This was Lucy’s,” she replied in a low voice.

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

Rosie looked up. Then she plopped the hat on her head. “Why? You didn’t kill her.”

Muttering an oath, Swede led Dancer over. He mounted, lifted his left foot from the stirrup, and extended a hand. He had arranged the petticoats behind his saddle for her to sit on. Rosie started to take the hand. Then she remembered something. “Wait. My friends—we’ve got to bury them.”

“Lady, there’s some men back there looking to kill me. If they want to waste an hour or so burying them bodies, that’s fine. I ain’t doing it.”

Rosie stepped back. “What kind of Christian are you, Mr. Burdette? The Good Lord knows I’m no saint, but I swear I’ll not leave this place until—”

“You’re leaving now. Get on.”

The girl thrust her fists onto her slim hips, her rosebud lips puffed in anger. “Listen, mister, don’t do me no favors.”

“It’s no favor. There’s a few things in life I won’t do—and one of ’em is leave a woman alone with Comanches around.”

The fog seemed to lift from Rosie’s mind. It was as if she suddenly realized the danger they were in every minute they stayed here. The Comanches could return at any time. They could be in the rocks even now. She slumped and lowered her gaze.

Swede extended his hand again. “Now get up behind me.” Rosie hitched her skirt and climbed up on the horse. She wrapped her arms around Swede’s waist and they started off, leaving the camp to the buzzards.

Once, the feel of Rosie’s soft breasts against his back and her grip on his waist might have aroused Swede. Not now. Every fiber of his being concentrated on the broken landscape, tense muscles waiting for the jarring impact of a bullet or an arrow.

“Sure is hot,” Rosie said.

Swede said nothing.

“These saddlebags look ready to bust—what’s in them?” “Yankee greenbacks,” Swede said.

“Congratulations.”

Again Swede said nothing.

Rosie tried once more. “This is a beautiful horse.”

“Me and Dancer been together a lot of years—since right after the war. He’s saved my hide more times than I care to remember.” Swede’s voice turned acid. “He’s been rode hard the last few days, though. I don’t know how long even he can hold out carrying two people.”

Rosie threw up her hands, almost fell off the horse, and quickly held on again. “That’s it. That does it. I give up trying to talk to you. From now on, I’ll just sit here and not be a bother. I’m sorry I got attacked by Indians. I’m sure it was my fault.”

Swede gave no evidence of listening.

Exasperated, Rosie blurted, “Why don’t you just kill me and solve all your problems?”

“I thought about it,” Swede said.

They rode on in silence.
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The posse came on hard. Not as hard as Kirby wanted, though. He had to hold himself back each time Black George stopped to read the trail.

Taking Swede would be the capstone to Kirby’s career as a lawman. Swede Burdette was a legend in Texas—Texas Ranger, Army scout, pioneer cattleman, soldier—but his war with the Southwest Texas Railroad had become the greatest legend of all. Swede knew that the way to hurt the railroad was by taking its money. The Westland Bank was a sole subsidiary of the Southwest Texas Railroad, created to handle that organization’s vast finances as it snaked its way from Fort Worth to San Antonio, and now to Temperance.

Swede and the Arkansas Kid had had the laugh on posses from the Red River to the Rio Grande. Newspapers used their exploits to poke fun at carpetbagging politicians. An embarrassed Governor Davis had even considered sending an expedition into Mexico to get Swede, but he had decided against it on advice from the State Department.

Kirby had known their paths would cross this way, from the day Swede went wrong. For nine years he had prepared himself for this chase. He had learned to think of Swede as an object and to forget everything that had passed between them. You could not reform lawbreakers like Swede; you put them away or you exterminated them.

And yet . . . good, honest men could become lawbreakers. Swede was the perfect example. Kirby wondered why the trade ran only in one direction. Was sin that corrupting? Father Montgomery said it was, but Kirby did not know.

 

* * *

 

The column spread out. Spud and Harry Ferrante were behind Kirby, followed at a distance by the young cowboy, Brazos, and the spare horses. The other riders were strung along the trail.

Harry sat rigid in the saddle, his nerves tightened like wire. Spud eased his pony closer to Harry’s, a chaw of tobacco puffing out one side of the grizzled cowboy’s mouth. “Give him some slack, son—yourself, too. You got a ways to go.”

“What?” Harry said. “Oh, yeah. Thanks. I will.”

Harry eased on the reins. He tried to relax, but he was too excited. This was the kind of adventure he’d dreamed about since Momma had brought the family west after the Civil War. All these years, Harry had been searching for the Wild West; now the West had come to him in the form of Swede Burdette, and he was not about to let it get away. More important, he felt that on this posse—enforcing the law with his neighbors in the fashion of democracy—-he was at last coming to grips with the American dream, the dream that had brought his father from Italy to start a new life, the dream that had kept his mother going when all seemed lost. He felt a part of that indefinable something that made the name “America” unique in the world—a name to be proud of, to fight for. He hoped they caught up with Burdette soon; he didn’t think he could stand the wait much longer.

Like any male his age, Harry was fascinated by cowboys, and he’d been discreetly studying the one next to him. He had noticed that Spud never seemed to remove his big hat. He even slept with it on. “Why do they call you Spud?” he ventured.

“Aw, that’s just my pappy. He always said I looked like a potato, with these short legs. Real name’s Albert.”

“Were you born in Texas?”

Spud grinned. “Borned in Texas, and I’ll die in Texas. Don’t never want to go nowheres else.” He motioned. “That’s a fancy piece you’re carrying.”

Harry drew the silver-plated, over-and-under rifle from its boot and gave it to the cowboy. “It belonged to my father—he’s dead, now. He ordered it special from Italy—from Joseph Venuti, a famous gunmaker in Milan.”

Spud felt the balance and nodded appreciatively, though he didn’t like the over-and-under type barrel himself. He handed the weapon back, and Harry said, “I’d never forgive myself if anything happened to this.”

Harry replaced the rifle and went on. “You said you rode with Mr. Kirby before. What happened?”

Spud’s leathery face grew sour. “Three boys robbed a stagecoach. We chased ’em. We tracked ’em down and cornered ’em in a box canyon. They never had a chance. We shot ’em like dogs.”

“Madonna Santa
 ,” Harry said, using his mother’s favorite expression. “That must have been exciting.”

Spud worked his tobacco for a moment, considering. Then he sent a stream of juice past his horse’s ear. “I knew them boys. They was cowhands, same as me. They was good boys. They just done the robbery to raise some hell. They didn’t hurt nobody. We could have waited ’em out and made ’em surrender. We could have taken them alive.”

They rode on in silence. When Spud spoke again, his voice was admonishing. “You seem like a nice enough fella, Harry. Why're you so all-fired determined to see Swede dead?”

“He stole Momma’s money.”

“That the only reason?”

“And . . . well, Swede Burdette is one of the great outlaws. He’s been on the run as long as I can remember. We’ll be the ones that got him—that’s something you can talk about the rest of your life.”

Spud regarded Harry with disappointment. After a bit, he pulled on his reins. “Reckon I’ll relieve Brazos with them horses.”

Spud trotted back to where Brazos rode, wondering about youth and death and why they were so attracted to each other. With a jingle of harness, he turned his horse and fell in beside Brazos. “I’ll take ’em awhile.”

“Thanks.” Brazos gave over the lead. He pulled down the kerchief he’d worn against the dust, then removed his gauntlet and flexed his cramped hand. He looked less confident than he had yesterday. “Say, Spud, what do you reckon—can Swede get out of this one alive?”

It was precisely the subject Spud had come here to avoid. “Don’t know,” he said.

“Swede’s the last of a kind. Texas won’t be the same without him.” Brazos looked at his older companion uncertainly. “You gonna shoot at him?”  

Spud gritted his teeth, “I’m hopin’ it don’t go that far.”

Brazos put the fringed gauntlet back on. He spoke in a low voice. “All my life I’ve admired Swede Burdette. Now I’m chasin’ him, expected to kill him if I get the chance. Well, I ain’t gonna do it—I’ve decided. I’ll ride along, and I’ll take care of the horses, but I won’t shoot at Swede. I don’t care what Kirby says.”

Spud looked at the proud young man, perhaps seeing himself as he’d been twenty-five years ago. “You just watch Kirby don’t shoot you.”

“I ain’t scared of Kirby,” Brazos declared. Then he added, “Spud, why don’t you join me?”

Spud had sensed this was coming and wished he’d stayed where he was. “That’s a decision I ain’t prepared to make just now.”

“Putting it off won’t make it no easier.”

“Just leave me be the judge of that, will you?” Spud’s face turned bright red, his lips tightening with anger.

Brazos looked away, afraid he’d said too much. He rode toward the front of the column, leaving Spud by himself. Brazos came from Swede Burdette’s part of East Texas, and he knew more about Swede than any man on the posse save Kirby. Brazos’s parents had died from fever when he was little. He was raised in a New Braunfels orphanage, which he left as soon as he could. He’d drifted west, working odd jobs, till he became a cowhand. Earlier this year he had helped drive a herd to Henderson’s ranch, and he had stayed to work there. Next year he’d move on and work somewhere else.

Gradually Brazos caught up with the townie, Harry. The two youths regarded each other and nodded. They settled in and rode side by side without a word.

As the country became more broken, the riding grew harder. There was little time for talk. The column strung out even further, and each man withdrew into himself, under the hot fire of the sun.

“This is no fun at all!” cried the lawyer, Simpkin, at one point, from his position near the rear.

Behind him, the German, Karl, leaned on his saddle, panting, his khaki clothes black with sweat. “Mr. Kirby will get no one from Temperance to ride with him again—I tell you that.”
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After two hours, Swede dismounted and walked, leading Dancer and carrying his Winchester in his free hand. His blisters swelled, then broke, and he could feel the water squishing inside his boots.

Through sweat-blurred eyes, Swede saw again the Greek who had made the boots in Laredo—swearing, drinking foul- tasting liquor, and trying to run up the price. Swede wished he still had his old cavalry boots. They had literally fallen off his feet before he’d let them go. The heels had been flatter and better for walking, and he missed the knee guards in this rough country. Chaps provided good leg protection, but they were too hot.

Behind him, Rosie shifted uncomfortably in the saddle. The slender girl hadn’t said a word since just after they’d started off, and Swede felt bad about the ungentlemanly way he’d treated her. He turned. &quot;How you bearing up?”

“Quite well, thank you,” she replied without looking. Even with the straw hat, her nose and cheeks were reddening from the sun.

“Wish I knew where them Comanches got to. Visibility ain’t worth a damn in these hills.”

Rosie tried to be gruff, but she was naturally talkative and couldn’t resist conversation. “You think they’re still around?”

Swede squinted. The lines around his eyes lengthened and deepened, like a hundred dry watercourses in the parched desert of his face. “Depends on whether they’re after horses or if this is a killing raid. If it’s a killing raid, maybe they’ve run for home. If not, well”—he patted Dancer’s muzzle and hefted the Winchester—“keep a good lookout.”

Rosie shuddered, “The things those . . . those beasts did to my friends. How could human beings be so cruel?”

Indians believe if a man loses parts of his body, he can’t use them against you in the afterlife. They was taking precautions against revenge. Anyway, I seen some things in Camp Douglas prison that’d give any Indian ever born a run for his money.”

They went on. Swede had never known any whores well, though he’d visited his share—during the war and after. He remembered how he used to laugh at Kirby for never going with him.

He said, “Where was you coming from—you and your, ah, friends?”

“That new place in Kansas—Dodge City. We were headed for Franklin, then Arizona. There’s a big silver strike in Arizona. Nuggets big as your fist, they say. Frank—that’s Frank Morgan, our manager—he said we’d be on Easy Street there.”

“Hate to tell you,” Swede drawled, “but you wasn’t on the trail to Franklin.”

Rosie stared at him for a moment, then shrugged. “I ain’t surprised. Frank never did have no sense of direction. Sharp manager, though. Always got us top dollar. He kept most of it himself, but that’s another story.”

“You like this kind of life?” Swede asked. Quickly he added, “I mean, the traveling and all.”

Rosie’s emerald eyes had lost their earlier glaze; now they glowed with anger. “Don’t worry, Mr. Burdette, I know what you mean.”

“I—I didn’t—”

“Sure, I work on my back. I ain’t ashamed of it, neither. Only ones I feel sorry for are the ones who do it for free.” Her stiff-backed defiance seemed unforced. “The money’s damn good, too. Don’t know where it goes, though. In this business you never save, no matter how much you make. Still, life ain’t bad—not near as bad as it used to be.”

Swede gave her a quizzical glance.

“Mister, I don’t know about you, but I was born in the worst slum in Boston. I don’t remember nothing but hard times. I remember rats running across our bed at night, and I remember my little brother Michael dying in my arms because there wasn’t nothing for him to eat. I got out when I was eight, and I never looked back.”

“Eight?” said Swede. “How’d you get on?”

“Any damn way I could—worked in factories, slept in the streets. Finally turned to whorin’ when there was nothing else left.”

Swede felt new respect for the girl. “What about the future?’”

For a moment Rosie’s features softened, like they had when she was unconscious. “Don’t think much about the future. Only goal I have is getting to the next day. Beyond that—oh, I sometimes dream about meeting a man and leaving the game—we all do. My best bet’s to find some rich bird while I’m still young, before my looks give out.”

She sat straighter in the saddle and stuck out her chin, posing. “I’m still good-looking enough to get a rich man, don’t you think?”

“I—I’m not a judge of such things,” Swede said.

 Suddenly disconsolate, Rosie slumped. “Who am I fooling? If I’m real lucky, I might find me some widower with a bit set aside. More likely it’ll be a drunk who beats me regular, or some Holy Joe who works me to death, trying to earn God’s forgiveness for my sins. Most likely of all, I’ll end up with nobody. Guess I’ll keep going, though.”

Rosie shook her head, as if trying to rid herself of such maudlin thoughts. She looked down at Swede. “What about you? This your idea of a good time—running for your life?”

“It’s what I do,” Swede told her.

“You married?”

“No.”

“Ever been that way?”

Swede hesitated. “No. Seems I never had time when I was young. I was either bein’ called away to ride with the Rangers or the militia, or I was too busy helpin’ my pa with the farm.”

“You never had a girl?”

“There was a girl, once.” Swede smiled wistfully as he remembered. “Her name was Sarah Worth. She was the prettiest girl in Comal County. I gave Sarah her first horseback ride. I gave her her first dance, her first kiss. It was always kinda accepted we’d end up with each other.”

“So what happened?” Rosie asked.

“She married another fella. Name of John Kirby. Same fella that’s probably chasing us now.” Swede didn’t normally talk about his personal life, but somehow it didn’t seem to matter anymore. “Funny how it happened. I’d finally made my stake, and I went to Sarah’s house to ask for her hand. I found her there with Kirby. They told me they was getting married. Wanted me to be the first to know.”

That was the best Swede could express it aloud, though he could still hear Sarah’s words when the two of them had gotten off by themselves:

&quot;John and I love each other, Swede. We didn't mean for it to happen; it just did. You were always gone, and John was here.”

“But I’m back, Sarah. Back to stay.”

Sarah was near tears. “You said that last summer, and the summer before—and before that, too.”

Swede looked down. “They asked me to go them times. I—I couldn’t very well refuse.”

“Don’t you see, Swede—they’ll always be asking you. You’ll always be tailing or fighting or driving cattle. I don’t want to spend my life never knowing if you’re alive or dead.” She touched his arm, the way she had done many times before. “And I don’t want to spend my life here, on the prairie, watching the empty horizon and growing old. I want to be around people. I want to live in a city. John can give me that. You can’t.”

Funny how it had turned out for Sarah, Swede thought. She lived in town now, but she still never knew whether her husband was alive or dead. Kirby had come back from the war a different man.

Rosie spoke, interrupting Swede’s thoughts. “So you and this Kirby fella been enemies ever since, huh?”

“Not exactly. We was a bit stand-offish for a while, but it didn’t last. Hell, Sarah was right—she was better off with a fella like Kirby. I saw that after I cooled down.”

Swede looked at the sunburned girl. “Any men in your life?”

“Nah, I guess not. A lot of men, but none of ’em I really liked. Pretty sad, huh?”

“Not even this Frank Morgan?”

Rosie snorted. “Certainly not Frank Morgan. Frank was a thug, but I knew that; he robbed me, and I knew that, too. He took me in, though, and he put a roof over my head. He gave me secure work—or as secure as whorin’ gets—and he didn’t beat me much. I guess me and Frank came out about even.”

They pushed on. The trail wound through the hills. Dancer’s hooves beat a monotonous rhythm on the rocky ground. The black horse was slowing down. He could go without food, but lack of water and rest were getting to him in this heat— and so was the extra weight he carried. The situation was frustrating, because there was nothing Swede could do about it.

The girl was talking again. “Don’t it bother you, stealing money like you do?”

Swede was about talked out. “Don’t it bother you, bein’ a whore?’ ’

“No,” she shot back. &quot;It don’t. My work don’t hurt nobody.”

“Well, my work only hurts the Southwest Texas Railroad,” Swede corrected grimly.

“It also hurts a lot of innocent people. Old people who lose their life savings, businessmen, and fanners with kids. Don’t you see that?”

“Lady, you sure ask a lot of questions.”

“What would happen if you gave yourself up?”

Swede yanked Dancer’s reins and began walking faster. “I can’t give up. I murdered a man—probably two, counting yesterday. If I’m caught, I’ll hang. I’ve got to play my hand to the end.”
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The posse entered the hills, and its members became more separated, their view of each other blocked by jagged rocks and thickets of spiny grease wood. The men were hunched in their saddles, their eyes half shut from the heat. They smelled the dust and their horses and their own sweaty bodies. Their mounts were blowing and lathered, and several had begun to limp.

Still leading the spare horses, the cowboy Spud rode to the head of the column. He drew alongside Kirby. “You’ve about half killed the horses we’re riding, Kirby. They can’t take much more.”

“I know,” Kirby said. He looked ahead. “George, how are we doing?”

“Gaining,” the black man said without turning. “Gaining slow, but gaining.”

Kirby looked at the sun, which was directly overhead, then he looked around him. There was no water, but there was reasonable shade. He turned and held up his hand, halting what he could see of the column. “All right, we’ll take our dinner break here. Then we’ll change to the fresh horses.”

“Thank God,” groaned Brazos to Harry. The two youths dismounted and stretched their aching backs and legs. Brazos regarded the dark-haired town boy in a conciliatory manner. “You kept up good, Harry. You’ll do to ride the river with.”

“Why, thanks,” Harry said, immensely flattered.

The five men unsaddled and picketed their mounts in the shade. Harry’s friends were not yet in sight, so he sat with the two cowboys. He sighed with pleasure—it felt so good to be off that horse.

Brazos tilted his canteen into his mouth and drank deeply. “Damn! Damn, that’s good.” He drank again, then poured water over his neck and the back of his head. “Don’t see how Swede’s making it without water bags.”

Unscrewing his own canteen. Spud shook his grizzled head. “He’s a tough bird, that’s for sure—fourteen horses shot from under him during the war. They say when he drove on old Mail Route Number One, back in the forties, he used to make campfires out of Comanche arrows stuck in the coach.”

“How did he lose his rank in the war?” Harry asked, remembering what Kirby had told him.

Brazos hooted. “You never heard that story? Hell, boy, don’t you know nothin’ about Swede Burdette? He got drunk and told off some sonofabitch gen’ral that got his regiment wiped out—challenged the sonofabitch to a duel. The gen’ral wanted Swede shot, but the court-martial let him off with loss of rank, on account of he was such a hero.” Brazos looked proud of his knowledge, as he dug lunch out of his morral
 .

“That ain’t all of it,” Spud added. “Kirby was Swede’s defense officer. It was Kirby persuaded that court not to shoot Swede.”

While the cowboys fell to their meager fare of salt pork and sourdough biscuits, Harry unwrapped the package his mother had made for him. Inside were several kinds of cheeses, a blood sausage with big pieces of fat, and some homemade bread. The package was wet and stained, the cheeses had run, and the sausage fat was melting in the ovenlike heat.

“Want some?” said Harry, indicating his large spread. “I can’t eat all this.”

Spud and Brazos looked at the food, then at each other. “Yeah, sure,” Brazos said at last. “Thanks.”

Harry sliced the blood sausage and cheeses and handed them out. “These come from my mother’s restaurant—the Italian Gardens. Have you ever been there?”

“Don’t go to Eye-talian restaurants much,” drawled Spud, who was managing the difficult task of eating with tobacco in his mouth. “When I get into Temperance, I usually eat over to Miller’s Steak House.”

“What about the Lone Star Saloon?” asked Brazos, and the two cowboys laughed knowingly.

Harry knew where these notorious establishments were. He had even been by them from time to time, but he was not allowed inside.

“How long you been out west?” Spud asked.

“Oh, for years now—since I was a little kid. I hardly remember the east anymore. My father and two of my brothers died in a typhus plague, and Momma swore we had to get out of Philadelphia. She said the air would be better out west. All she knew was how to cook, so she started the restaurant. I love it out here. It’s so beautiful, and there’s so much to do—when I’m not working at the restaurant, of course.”

After some hesitation, Brazos bit into the blood sausage. He chewed, forcing a smile, while Spud said, “You come out on one of them big wagon trains?”

Harry nodded. “It was disappointing. We didn’t see any Indians at all.”

“Look at him,” Brazos said. With a crook of his head, he indicated Kirby, who sat in the shade of a rock. Kirby had poured some water in a mess tin, and he was shaving by the reflection of a hand mirror. “Don’t he ever get tired?”

“He ain’t changed,” Spud opined. “Allows hisself one cheroot a day and don’t drink hardly at all. When I rode with him before, he never slept. You’d come off guard and he’d be awake, just starin’ into the night. I heard he was like that in the war, too.”

“It’s like he ain’t human,” Brazos said, wiping sausage grease on his chaps. “Like he lives on hate, ’stead of food.”

“They say he’s good with his kids, though. Hard to figure, ain’t it?”

Clopping hooves sounded on the trail. The burly Silas and the bearded young Anton appeared, looking beat. They were followed by Canada with the packhorses. The three men unsaddled their mounts and collapsed in a relieved group. “Tell you what,” Silas said. “I am whipped.”

Anton lay on his back. “Heavenly God, it is hot.”

Canada’s head still hammered with his hangover. He hadn’t gone this long without a drink in years. Even in this painful state, his little eyes were constantly moving, watching, seeming to have a life of their own. He dug a filthy jar from his saddlebags and stood up.

Silas had begun rolling a cigarette. “What you doing with the goose grease, Canada?”

The gap-toothed man unbuttoned his wool trousers and let them drop. “I’m gonna rub it on my ass. These saddle blisters are killing me.”

Silas and Anton laughed weakly.

The lawyer, Simpkin, and Karl Reichardt reached the temporary camp last. Harry helped them with their horses. While Karl wearily spread a checkered cloth, Simpkin set out tins of beef and chicken, and the two men ate.

“In my opinion, Kirby has made a botch of this expedition,” said Mr. Simpkin, dabbing his thin lips with a napkin. “We definitely should have brought the dogs.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Harry, who was hanging around hoping to get some of Mrs. Reichardt’s apple stollen. “Black George seems like a good tracker.”

Karl shook his close-cropped head emphatically. “I agree with Mr. Simpkin. Dogs would have been more proper.”

“More sporting,” Simpkin said.

“Ja
 . The prince of Neheim-Husten would never employ Negroes on a hunt.”

“All right—move out!” Kirby was on his feet, gathering his gear. “Take your new horses.”

“What!” exploded Simpkin, and a chorus of groans rose behind him.

“We have not finished eating,” Karl cried.

The other members of the posse rose, cursing and grumbling. “Hurry,” Harry said to his friends. “They’ll leave without you.”

“Mr. Kirby, this is not fair,” Karl implored, putting on his pith helmet. “Do not Mr. Simpkin and myself deserve a rest of our own? Is it our fault that our horses are slower than the others?”

Simpkin advanced, wagging a bony finger. “Kirby, I hope you’re not trying to trick us out of the reward money by saying that we fell too far behind. Because if you are, I can assure you that—”

“Keep up or don’t, Mr. Simpkin,” Kirby said. “It’s your choice. Brazos—you bring the packhorses.”

Kirby carried his saddle and bridle to the horse lines. Behind him, Simpkin sputtered, while Harry helped Karl fold the tablecloth with the food still inside it.

Karl stuffed the tablecloth in his saddlebag, and Harry ran to the horses. He took a sorrel mare with a long, patient face and threw his rented saddle on. He found himself next to Kirby, and he spoke admiringly. “You sure must hate Swede Burdette, Mr. Kirby—to go after him like this.”

Kirby tightened his saddle girths and let down his stirrup. He turned and looked at the dark-haired youth. “I don’t hate Swede. I hate what he’s become. I don’t like this, you know. I’d rather be home with my family.”

Kirby mounted, and Harry stared after him, wondering if the lawman really meant what he had said.

The deputy, Silas, led his new horse out, amid the dust and the buzzing flies and a thirst that could not be satisfied. He was hot and tired and out of sorts, and his mutilated ear ached as it always did when he was thinking this hard. Silas had not come on the posse solely for the reward. Once Burdette was dead, he had it in the back of his mind to grab the bank’s money for himself and escape with it. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d operated on the wrong side of the law, and if he was any judge, the loot from Westland would set him up comfortably for some years. It would have been simple without Kirby around. Now he needed a way to get the money while avoiding a gun battle with the well-known Texas Ranger and ex-colonel of cavalry.

Near Silas, Karl Reichardt was having trouble making his horse move. He coaxed the animal, pulled on the reins, and smacked the horse’s rump, but the shaggy cow pony ignored him.

“Out of the way.” It was Spud, uncoiling a rope. He looped the rope round the horse’s forelegs, then jerked the animal to the ground and began lashing him with a cattle whip. The horse struggled, raising a cloud of dust; then he lay still, whinnying softly. The whip crack sounded through the camp.

Spud loosened the rope and let the horse get to its feet. He handed the reins to Karl. “He won’t give you no more trouble.”

While Spud calmly coiled the rope, Harry Ferrante rushed over to him. “How could you do such a cruel thing? That poor horse.”

“That’s a four-dollar potro
 , son. He’s a piece of equipment; he ain’t no pet. That’s how you make him work. Hell, I’ve knowed horses got beat like that near every day of their lives—which proved to be mighty short.”

Coming from the horse lines, Black George was watching this little drama, looking over his shoulder, not paying attention to where he was going. He passed Silas, and it may have been the deputy’s out-of-sorts feeling that caused him to swing out his foot and trip the braided scout, sending him headlong into the dust.

Silas led his horse away, laughing. “Look out, nigger.”

In a trice, Silas found himself on his back, with George’s left arm around his neck and the tracker’s razor-sharp bowie knife across his throat. The black man’s lips were drawn back, his eyes ablaze. “Apologize, mister.”

Men crowded around. “Let him up, George! Come on, George, he didn’t mean nothing!” Somebody grabbed the untended horses, lest they trample the men on the ground.

George pressed the knife blade into Silas’s fleshy throat. The deputy’s heels scrabbled furiously at the ground, but George held him tight. “I said, apologize!&quot;

Sweat rolled down Silas’s face. George pressed the blade deeper, drawing a trickle of blood.

“All right!” Silas gasped. “All right. I’m sorry! For God’s sake, don’t kill me! It was just a joke!”

George let go of Silas and dropped him to the ground, hard. He stood and sheathed his bowie knife. “Don’t you ever touch me—don’t you ever talk to me—again.” The corner of George’s mouth curled in an arrogant smile. He looked once at Kirby, then retrieved his horse and moved off.

Silas lay on the ground, catching his breath, feeling the blood drain from his head. Kirby rode over and looked at him without emotion. “Next time I’ll let him finish the job.”

Kirby rode out of camp after George, followed by Harry and the two cowboys with the extra horses. Mr. Simpkin and Karl Reichardt hurried after.

Silas climbed shakily to his feet, assisted by Anton, who handed the deputy his bowler hat. Looking outraged, bullet¬headed Canada held Silas’s horse.

Silas hawked phlegm and touched his neck gingerly. “That tears it. That nigger ain’t coming back from this posse.” “Yeah,” said Canada. “But what are we gonna do with him? We need a plan.”

“I got a plan.” Silas told him. He staunched the blood with his dirty handkerchief. “Are you with me?”

Canada nodded. Silas turned to the stocky young foundry worker. “What about you, Polish?”

Anton had never expected anything like this. “I ... I do not . . .”

“Are you or ain’t you?”

“Please, you do not understand. It is not so easy for me. I am in this country illegally. In my home, in Poland, I am wanted by the Russians as a—how do you say?—a revolutionary. A Russian policeman was . . . was killed. If I should get into trouble here, I could be deported by the—”

“Look,” said Silas. “You need the money off this posse, don’t you?”

“Y-yes,” Anton admitted.

“Well, you ain’t never gonna see it long as this nigger’s with us. Anybody can scout better’n him—I wouldn’t be surprised if he was helping Burdette.”

“With him out of the way, there’ll be more reward money for the rest of us,” Canada added.

“Now are you with us or not?” said Silas.

Anton hesitated. Fifty dollars meant a lot to him. He had two children, he was deeply in debt, and his wife Sofia was pregnant again. Besides, these men had befriended him, when few other Americans would. “Yes,” he said at last. “Tell me what it is I must do.”
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They were both walking now. Rosie swung her arms manfully as she strode alongside Swede. She could not see how he found the trail through the rocks, the tufts of coarse grass and withered bushes. This arid wilderness all looked the same to her—one hill after another. The thick brush tore her skirt, and her legs were bleeding. She wished she had leather leggings, or whatever they called them, like Swede’s.

The trail took a steep dip. They half crawled, half slid down, with Dancer following in a shower of stones and pebbles. They reached the bottom at a run. Rosie twisted her ankle on a rock and stumbled.

“Ow!”

Swede did not stop. Rosie hobbled along after him, grimacing. “Goddamned high-heeled shoes. Why didn’t somebody tell me I’d be walking to Arizona? Hell, I ain’t even going to Arizona. No, I gotta meet some bank robber must have all of a hundred dollars reward on him—”

“Five hundred and fifty,” Swede said, turning indignantly.

“—and he’s dragging me off to Mexico. What the hell am I going to do in Mexico?” She shrugged. “Do the same thing I always done, I guess. I just hope Mexican money’s easy to work with—I ain’t much for making change.”

Swede grinned at that. As she caught up with him, he said, “What does it feel like?”

“What does what feel like?”

“You know. Whorin’.”

“Don’t feel like much of nothing. You try not to think about it. It’s a job. ’Course if they turn rough or . . . well, unusual . . . things can liven up a bit.”

They kept walking. Their path was up and down; there were no level spots. The sun hung over them like an angry god, beating down on them with hammer blows.

“Stop and take a drink,” Swede said.

Rosie limped to a halt. She removed her tom straw hat and wiped off the sweat that was pouring down her forehead. “I tell you. I can’t take no more of this. Women’s clothes are too damn hot.”

With that, she lifted her gray skirt. She paused. &quot;Mind turning?”

“Huh?” Swede said. Then he realized what she was doing. “Oh,” he said and looked away.

“All right,” she said after a moment. “You can look now.”

Rosie’s silk pantaloons lay on the ground beside her, as did her chemise. Her torn skirt was lowered; she was rebuttoning her blouse. Swede saw her flat stomach and the pale half-moons of her breasts. “What’s that?” he said, flinching.

Rosie looked down at a jagged scar that ran from just beneath her breastbone to her navel. She lifted the edge of her blouse to show the scar’s full length. “You mean this? Fella tried to murder me one time. Dragged me into an alley, beat me, and ripped off my clothes. Then he brought out a doctor’s scalpel. Said he was gonna cut out my heart; said he’d already killed five girls the same way.”

“What did you do?”

“I screamed so loud it rattled the windows. Scared the poor devil out of his wits, and he ran away. He took this slash at me as he left, and I damn near died anyhow.”

Rosie laughed. It had taken a long time for her to laugh at the incident, but now it came easy. She finished buttoning the blouse. Then she ruffled the hem of her skirt. “There, that’s better.”

Swede buried the underwear beneath some rocks. After watering Dancer, he handed Rosie the canteen. She took several swallows and gave it back. Swede swished the water inside, then drank, holding the canteen all the way up, letting the last drops fall into his throat.

He hung the canteen on his saddle. “That’s two empty— just one left. Having you along has complicated things.”

“Here we go again,” Rosie said.

Swede rubbed his unshaven chin. “We got two ways to the border, with water on both. It’s been my intent to use Paso San Pedro—it’s hard going, and posses don’t like that.” He paused. “It’s still my intent to go that way, but the spring’s a lot farther off than the one in Sand Canyon. Before I met you, I reckoned I had just enough water to make it.”

“Somehow I knew you were going to say that,” she said, smirking.

Swede glared at her. “Long as you know it’s going to be rough.”

“Look, mister. I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself. I got enough sense not to waste water in the desert.”

Swede mollified his tone. “After the water hole, it’s an easy ride to the Rio Bravo. Who knows—we may have lost the posse, or they may have turned back.” He shook his head uneasily. “I don’t think so, though. Kirby will never turn back. Come on, we’ll both of us ride for a while.”
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“Jesus,” whispered Spud. “You’d never even know they was people.”

Tears welled in Brazos's eyes. “Goddamn Comanches. I’m gonna kill the next one of them sons of bitches I see—I swear I am.”

Beside them Kirby said, “I don’t use profanity, gentlemen. I’d appreciate it if you’d modify yours in my presence.”

Kirby’s lean face betrayed no reaction to the sight of the wrecked stagecoach and the five mutilated bodies. He kicked his horse away, following Black George. Spud and Brazos came after. Harry was doubled over in his saddle, retching.

They watered their horses and chased off the gorged vultures, then Kirby led the men in excavating a shallow grave, using knives and bare hands. They placed the bodies and pieces of bodies in the grave, and Kirby said a few words over them. Afterward, George looked for Swede’s trail, while Kirby searched the wreckage for personal belongings—old letters, some jewelry, a torn photograph of a child—which he placed in his saddlebags. He’d leave them with Marshal Ryan, in the unlikely event that anyone claimed them.

Harry and the two cowboys scooped dirt on the grave. They covered their faces with kerchiefs, against the dust and the gagging smell. “Whores,” coughed Spud. “That’s what they was. Ain’t no doubt. I seen these coaches plenty of times.”

“You prob’ly been in ’em plenty of times.” Brazos was pale-faced and sweating. He was joking to take his mind off what he had seen.

Harry sat heavily. He was still light-headed from being sick. “You mean these were putannas
 —prostitutes?”

Brazos turned to him, but before he could speak, George called out. “One of them got away!”

The braided black man was squatting at the edge of the camp. The sun glinted off his brass amulet. He picked up a handful of dirt and shook it, letting the dirt sift through his fingers while he studied the tracks. “There’s two people on Burdette’s horse now.”

Kirby bounded forward. The other men left the grave and gathered round. They gave way as George rose and backtracked the prints through the rubbish and wreckage of the camp. “A woman or a child, judging from the extra weight on the horse. I say it’s a woman . . . yeah, here’s her heel prints.”

Kirby smoothed his mustache. A thin smile crossed his lips.

“That took guts,” said Spud, shaking his head and looking suddenly old. “Swede must have knowed he was finishing hisself.”

“I’m surprised he did it,” George said.

“I wouldn’t have—not for a putanna
 ,&quot; added Harry, and Brazos nodded.

Kirby wasn’t surprised. He remembered Camp Douglas prison in Illinois, remembered the cold and the snow, the huts without heat, the men barefoot and in tatters, ridden with disease. He remembered how Swede had given his food to those worse off, how Swede kept up everyone’s morale with his unstinting defiance of the Yanks, how in the end Swede had to hit the brutal Yank, sergeant Hirschbauer, in order to galvanize the dying men, to make their hatred of their jailers keep them alive. Swede had paid for it, though—a terrific beating with rifle butts and six months’ solitary confinement when the war ended and the other men went home.

To George, Kirby said, “How far ahead is he?”

“Two hours, maybe a mite more.”

Kirby looked at the setting sun. They would not catch Swede today. “How long can he wait before he makes his move!”

 “Almost to the end.”

Harry spoke up. “If I had a horse like Swede Burdette’s, I’d take Sand Canyon.”

“No,” said Kirby. “Level ground’s to our advantage now that he’s carrying another person. We’d ride him down. I think he’ll go Paso de San Pedro.”

“Paso San Pee-dro’s the smart move, all right,” George said. “But Burdette might not have enough water to get him through.”

Kirby nodded. “And it’s such an obvious choice, he might go the other way on the chance of us not watching his trail.”

Spud was looking over Kirby’s shoulder. He spit tobacco juice. “Here comes that politician fella and the German.”

Kirby turned. Simpkin and Karl Reichardt were riding down the hill. “Slow as they are. Swede may beat us yet,” Kirby said. “Ryan never could pick a posse.”

The two townsmen rode up, looking wilted in the heat, covered with a crusty mixture of dust and sweat. They saw the wrecked camp and the half-filled grave. Karl’s beefy, sunburned face turned ashen; he had never seen anything this horrible in the war with France. Mr. Simpkin dismounted and peered into the grave with an officious air. “Disgusting, simply disgusting. The work of ‘peace-loving Indians,’ no doubt. I’ve been saying for years that we—”

“Where are Silas and the other two?” Kirby interrupted.

“Who? Oh, you mean the deputy. I have no idea.”

“Ja
 , we lost sight of them,” whispered Karl, trying not to breathe the death-tinged air.

“They were riding ahead of you,” Kirby said. “Didn’t you pass them?”

“No,” said Karl.

Spud said, “Prob’ly one of their horses got bit by a snake and run off.”

“I better go bring ’em in,” said George, “’fore the Comanches find ’em.”

George swung onto his piebald pony and took the reins of one of the spare horses. He looked at Kirby, who was pulling on his waxed mustache, deep in thought.

“How many Indians in this band?” Kirby asked.

“I make it ten,” George said, “with about eighteen horses, counting the ones from the stagecoach.”

Kirby arrived at a decision. He was angry with himself, because he knew it was a decision he should have made back at Weirson’s Stables.

“Make them hurry,” he said to George. “We’ll finish this grave, then I have something to do.”
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Black George rode back along the trail, looking for the missing men. He relished the idea of the blowhard Silas with a broken-down horse.

There was no sign of the three deputies. The hills hereabouts were so cut up with steep draws and blind canyons that it was impossible to see for any distance. George began to worry. Had the Comanches gotten them? No, that couldn’t be. Surely men like Silas and Canada would have gotten off a few shots before they went down.

At last George found where their tracks left the main trail of the posse and turned down a narrow, steep-walled canyon.

“So that’s it, they got lost.” Easy enough to do, especially for city folks who couldn’t read trail. They had made a logical choice—the route they had taken was wider than the main trail at this point. George knew it led nowhere, though. The Comanches would know it, too.

George followed the hoofprints down the winding canyon. The bottom of the canyon was choked with brush and cottonwoods; the tracks followed the dry streambed. The canyon turned again, and George saw Silas up ahead. The deputy was sitting on a rock near his horse, calmly smoking a cigarette.

“Silas!” George straightened and rode forward.

Silas looked up. The cigarette dangled from his mouth.

“You’re heading the wrong way,” George said. “Where’re the others?”

Silas said nothing, and George frowned impatiently. “Hurry up—Kirby wants you quick. There’s Comanches around; they attacked a stagecoach up ahead.”

The deputy stood with exaggerated slowness, pulling down his bowler hat and hitching up his shell belts. “Is that so?”

“What the hell’s the matter with you, Silas? Where’re the others?” George repeated.

Silas took the cigarette from his mouth. He tossed it away, grinning. “They’re around.”

A sixth sense made George tum. The bearded immigrant Anton had appeared from behind the brush to his right. The jackal-like Canada was advancing into the clearing from his left.

Too late, George realized the trap. He dug in his heels and yanked the reins.

“Get him!” yelled Silas, leaping forward. He grabbed the reins, stopping the horse.

Canada fastened onto one of George’s arms, and Silas got the other. The piebald pony reared as George fought to stay on. The tracker flung Canada away and with his free hand punched Silas in the face.

The big man shook but did not let go. George hit him again. He staggered and George swept up the reins.

“Polish!” yelled Silas.

The young laborer hesitated, then threw himself at George, grabbing him around the ribs. The guide pounded his back as the horse kicked, but Anton was strong and did not let go. Then Silas was on George again, and Canada, too. The three men hauled George from the saddle, and they all collapsed in a heap on the ground.

They rolled in the dirt, punching and scratching and clawing. George pushed them off and regained his feet. He kicked Anton in the face and turned for his horse, but Canada tackled him and they fell back in the dust.

At last Canada and Anton pinned George’s arms behind him, while Silas sent two powerful punches into the pit of the black man’s stomach, bringing bile to his throat and taking the fight out of him.

George hung limp between his two captors, retching, his strength drained. Anton and Canada forced him to his knees. George shook his head, trying to come around. The four men were puffed and bloody, and their clothes were torn. George’s bear-tooth necklace had come off.

Silas stood over the plainsman, breathing hard in the dust-clogged air. “Well, well, I figured Kirby’d send you. Tricked you right good, didn’t we?”

The big deputy smiled. He drew a long-barreled Colt from his belt and ran his thumb lovingly over the filed-down sight. “You could shave with this edge.”

Anton said, “Silas, why do you need that?”

Canada laughed. Silas ignored the question. George said nothing. Silas tapped the pistol barrel on George’s bare shoulder. “Georgie, boy, I got to tell you—you are one uppity nigger.”

Canada planted a boot in George’s back and yanked his long braids, jerking his head up. Silas went on, “You know what we do with uppity niggers where I come from?”

George glared at him. Silas lashed the pistol barrel across his face. “Answer me when I talk to you, boy!”

George cried out, blood flowing from a deep gash above his eye. Silas whipped the pistol barrel across the other side of George’s head. “You hear me?”

George slumped forward, blood pouring over his chest. “Silas, wait!” pleaded Anton. “You said we would only scare him—”

“Shut up!” Silas said. To George, he said, “You know how to speak to a white man now, nigger?”

George arched his back, reared his head, and spit blood into Silas’s face.

Silas was enraged. He managed to control himself, smiling grimly and wiping his face. “There’s gonna be a disappearance offn this posse, nigger—and it’s gonna be you. They ain’t never gonna find you. You gonna be one of the great unexplained mysteries of the West.”

Silas chuckled and hefted the revolver, gripping it firmly. He took measured aim at George’s skull and raised his arm high.

“That’s enough,” said a low voice.
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Kirby sat his horse at the bend of the canyon. His Henry .44 rifle was aimed at Silas.

Slowly, the big deputy lowered his arm.

“Put him down,” Kirby ordered.

Anton released George’s arm gratefully. The hatless Canada hesitated, blinking as though the strong sunlight hurt his ferret like eyes. Then he dropped George’s other arm, and the black man fell to his hands and knees in the dirt.

Kirby dismounted. “I should have known right away that you were up to something, Silas, but it didn’t occur to me until after George rode off. I must be losing my touch.”

Silas took a step backward, defensive. “That nigger had no right to talk to us the way he done.”

Kirby started forward, his finger on the trigger of his rifle. Anton backed off as Kirby passed him. Canada slipped his hand inside his checkered vest.

“Move one more inch and I’ll kill you,” Kirby said without looking, and Canada froze.

Kirby kept walking toward Silas. The deputy was worried. “What you meaning to do, Kirby?”

There was no answer, and Silas’s voice rose an octave, “I got witnesses!”

Kirby stopped. He tossed his rifle to George, who was now standing. “Cover these two. I don’t need a gun; it wouldn’t be fair.” He looked at Silas. “All through the war I ran into men like you, men named ‘Hoo-raw’ and ‘Earthquake.’ Back then I had someone to keep them in line. This time I’m going to do it myself.”

Kirby balled his fists, and Silas seemed to receive a sudden infusion of confidence. He stopped moving backward and bared his stained teeth. “That’s your mistake, nigger lover. I been wanting a piece of you for two days now.”

Silas rushed in. Kirby jabbed him twice, hard. Blood flowed from Silas’s nose, and he sniffed it away.

The two men circled. Silas looked confident, moving his hands in and out like a wrestler. Silas might be clumsy, but he had great strength; if he could come to grips with Kirby, the fight was over.

Kirby stepped forward. He feinted with his left hand, then unleashed a tremendous right that caught Silas flush on the jaw, knocking him down.

“Get up,” Kirby said.

Silas lumbered to his feet. At the same time he picked up a large, jagged rock. The rock must have weighed ten pounds. Silas held it high, thwarting Kirby’s next attack.

They shuffled back and forth, Silas feinting with the rock, Kirby looking for an opening to strike. It occurred to Kirby that, except for their clothing, they could be cavemen, fighting over the bones of some animal. Then Silas moved close and threw the rock. Kirby ducked, but the heavy rock crashed off the top of his head, and he saw a blinding light.

Before Kirby could recover, Silas rushed in and butted heads. Kirby felt his skin tear open, and he stumbled backward with the force of the blow.

Silas seized Kirby’s head, crushing it in his powerful forearm. With his free hand, he raked his fingernails across Kirby’s face, ripping open his nose, trying to gouge out his eyes.

Kirby could not breathe, but he fought down panic. He punched Silas’s ample stomach—once, twice—but Silas did not let go. Kirby’s vision was going black. He grabbed the back of Silas’s shirt for leverage. Then he reached down and put all his strength into one last punch. The uppercut caught Silas square in the stomach and lifted him off his feet. The deputy grunted, and his grip relaxed just enough for Kirby to grab his thick leg and throw him onto his back.

The two men caught their breath. Then Silas went for the rock again, but Kirby picked it up and tossed it away. Wiping blood from his eyes, Kirby let Silas stand. The lawman moved forward, coldly efficient. He threw two jabs to Silas’s face, followed by another big right to the deputy’s mutilated ear.

 Silas staggered. Kirby punched him twice in the stomach, and he bent over. Then Kirby grabbed Silas by the hair and thrust his head down, at the same time swinging his knee into the deputy’s face. Silas sank to the ground, moaning, “Oh, oh, God.”

“Get up!” Kirby said. His chest was heaving.

Silas did nothing. Kirby kicked him in the ribs. Silas cried out, and Kirby kicked him again. Silas doubled up and tried to cover his body without exposing his mangled face to more punishment. “No! No more, Kirby! Help me, somebody!” Kirby gave him one last kick, the most vicious yet.

“A-ah, you’ve broke my rib!”

Silas huddled on the ground, crying. Kirby picked him up by the collar. He dragged him to his friends and threw him at their feet. “Get him on his horse and get out of here.”

Anton and Canada looked from Kirby to each other. They did not want a fight. Anton picked up his flat leather cap, beat out the dust, and put it on. He and the surly-looking Canada put their hands under Silas’s shoulders and lifted him gently.

“My ribs!” Silas cried.

“Easy, partner,” said Canada. “You’ll be all night.”

While Canada held Silas’s horse, Anton helped the battered deputy into the saddle. Silas lay across the horse’s neck, blood from his face flecking the animal’s dark mane. Under Kirby’s watchful eyes, Anton and Canada fetched their concealed mounts and led Silas forward to rejoin the posse.

With a handkerchief, Kirby wiped more blood out of his eyes and from his face and torn nose. He smoothed back his thick, fair hair. He was still keyed up from the fight. His skull was ringing from the rock and the head butt, and he wondered if it was cracked. No—he wouldn’t be standing if it was cracked. He saw George cutting a bandage with his bowie knife, and he said, “Here, let me.”

He led George beneath one of the stunted cottonwoods and sat him down. He wet a cloth from his canteen and began cleaning the blood off the black man’s forehead. “These cuts aren’t quite as deep as they might be. You’re lucky. You’re going to look beautiful tomorrow, though.”

As George held his head back, Kirby stanched wounds with the bandage. He gave a rare laugh. “I won’t look bad, myself.” Silas had hit Kirby’s head with the point of the rock; the wound was deep, but it had not bled much. His forehead would need stitches, though. He had to wipe the trickling blood from his eyes again.

George saw no humor in the situation. He looked disgusted with himself. “It was my own damn fault, getting caught by a fool trick like that.”

Kirby cut more bandage from a roll in his saddlebags. George sat patiently while Kirby wrapped the flannel around his head. Pushing through George’s braided hair, Kirby discovered an ancient wound. It must have healed without being sewn; the scar was long and jagged.

George read Kirby’s thoughts. “Got that back in '56, up on the Salt Fork of the Brazos. Comanche war lance done it. That was before I lived with the Comanches.”

“You lived with them?”

George nodded. “Three years. They captured me, liked me, and decided to adopt me. They made me a warrior, let me go on raids—even let me lead a couple. Then I ran away. Now I’ve got a blood feud with them. If one of ’em sees me, he’s bound to try and kill me.”

Kirby’s voice lowered. “You raid against whites?”

George shrugged, but as he did so he looked Kirby in the eye. “Why should I care about white people? Hadn’t been for white people, I wouldn’t have been a damn slave.”

Kirby wrapped the bandage strips tight. “How old are you, George?”

“Forty, near’s I can make out.”

“How long you been in the West?”

George laughed. “Long time—ever since I run away from my so-called ‘owner.’ ’Course back then the West started at the Miss’ssippi. I’ve trapped beaver on a keelboat up the Missouri, I’ve fought Indians and hunted buffalo from the Pecos to the Yellowstone. I’ve guided settlers. I even tended cows once. I done anything I could to make a few dollars and keep going—just like I’m doin’ now.”

Kirby knotted the last bandage around George’s head and helped him to his feet. They walked to the horses, and George said, “Yes, sir, them was some days. All gone now, though—too many people comin’ in. Reckon it’s time to be movin’ west again.”

“You keep moving west, you reach an ocean,” Kirby said as he mounted. “Then what?”

George swung onto the piebald pony and grinned. “Time I get that far. I’ll be too old to worry about it.”

Kirby grinned in return. Then he said, “Speaking of time— that’s something we’ve lost far too much of here. Let’s go.”
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The grave had been filled in, and a rude cross was placed at its head. The posse stood in a half-circle around Kirby.

“I’m going on with George and the two ranch hands,” Kirby announced. “The rest of you are heading back to Temperance. I’m tired of you people slowing me down. You’re the only thing that can stop me getting Swede Burdette, and I’m not going to let you do it. Take your time and keep together, and you should make it back all right.”

There was a moment’s silence. Some of the men were not unhappy to hear the news. The drifter Canada was all in; the fight and the heat had taken the spirit out of him—the reward money was no longer worth it. The freighter, Karl Reichardt, was actually glad to be going back. Karl was fed up—fed up with Kirby, with the posse, with Al Weirson’s damned horses. Cutting one’s losses was good business; it was proper business. Silas stood to one side, leaning on his horse for support and looking sullen. The big deputy’s ribs were bandaged; his face was cut and swollen.

Others reacted differently. Young Anton’s bearded face fell. He was devastated at losing his share of the reward. He did not protest, though; he knew he was getting what he deserved. He had sinned by helping this man Silas; now God was punishing him. Still ... he had pledged that reward money against his bills, and he did not even have the money to pay the foreman for letting him off work. He thought of Sofia and the children, and a tear came to his eye.

The bony lawyer, Simpkin, stepped forward, waving his sweat-stained silk hat and looking fit to be tied. Dismissed for incompetence—he would be a laughingstock. He could see his political career vanishing, his life’s work going for nothing. He thought of what his shrewish wife would say. “Kirby, you can’t do this.”

“I just did,” Kirby said.

“Did you? Did you, by God? Well, let me tell you this, Mr. High-and-Mighty Kirby. I’m likely to be elected District Attorney next year, and if I don’t get—if these men don’t share the reward, your career with the State of Texas is finished.”

Kirby turned away, but Simpkin moved in front of him, insistent. “We’re officers of the City of Temperance, Kirby. We have jurisdiction in this case. You don’t have the authority to put us off this posse.”

“I have the authority to put a hole a foot wide in you, if it pleases me. And that’s exactly what I’ll do if I catch you following us.”

Kirby waved toward the horses. “You men will take the used-up horses with you, except for two—one for Swede, one for the girl.”

He turned to George and the cowboys. “Now, let’s get—”

“Mr. Kirby?” It was the kid, Harry. &quot;Let me go with you, Mr. Kirby.”

Kirby looked at him. “Please,” Harry said, his big brown eyes pleading. “I’ve kept up. I’ve done whatever you said.”

After a second, Kirby jerked his thumb. “All right. Get your horse.”

Harry could barely restrain a whoop of joy. He turned and started off with a grin. Over to one side, Spud watched him and shook his head.

Running to his horse, Harry stopped by his friends. “Goodbye, Mr. Reichardt,” he said, shaking hands. “Goodbye, Mr. Simpkin. Thanks for everything.”

Karl looked worried. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Harry?”

“I’m sure. Tell Momma I’ll be all right.”

“Take care of yourself,” Simpkin warned.

As Harry led his horse up, Kirby said, “We have a lot of hard riding in front of us. Let’s get at it.” He unhitched the sawed-off shotgun from Karl’s saddle. “I’m borrowing this scattergun.”

The beefy German was horrified. “No, no, that gun cost me—”

“Oh, stop bellyaching. You’ll get it back.”

The men who were going home—Anton, Canada, Simpkin, Karl Reichardt, Silas—watched as the posse mounted and rode out, past the wrecked stagecoach, heading deeper into the broken hills. Black George was in front, with Kirby just behind, looking supremely confident. Harry Ferrante was behind Kirby, and the cowboys Spud and Brazos brought up the rear, leading the two spare horses and a packhorse.

“Only five of us left,” Brazos said to Spud. “Every gun counts twice as much. You’ll have to make a decision now.” Spud looked grimly at the younger man and said nothing.
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Swede and Rosie got down to stretch their legs. It was late afternoon, but the westering sun had lost little of its power. Rosie grimaced as her muscle-sore body made the adjustment to walking again. The swish of her shredded skirt contrasted with the heavy clumping of Dancer’s hooves.

“What did you do before the war?” she asked.

With insatiable curiosity she’d been pumping Swede about his life. He’d gotten used to her talking; it didn’t bother him anymore. It would seem funny if she stopped now.

“We did some cotton farming, then some ranching. My folks was old, and I reckon I should have helped them more than I did. Most years we was lucky to keep our heads above water. We was just starting to make money off cattle when the war came along.”

He perked up, thinking of the old days. “Cattle business wasn’t like it is now—all these big spreads, and fighting over range. Back then the cows run wild—if you wanted to stock a ranch, you just went out in the brush and hunted up a herd. Problem was what do with ’em after that. Then in ’59 some of the ranches formed a trail herd, and I led ’em to St. Louis, to sell ’em at the railhead there. My pa was real proud of me. . . .” Swede’s voice trailed off.

Something wasn’t right to Rosie. &quot;If your folks were so old, and you were so worried about them, why’d you go off to fight in the war?”

“I didn’t want to go,” Swede said. “John Kirby and some fellas from the neighborhood talked me into it.”

The slender girl looked at him askance from under her long eyelashes. “This the same John Kirby . . . ?”

“Same one. The county was formin’ a company of volunteer cavalry, and they wanted me to be their captain. I told ’em I was through with war, told ’em I’d seen too much of killing and men dying, told ’em I’d learned it wasn’t worth it. They didn’t listen—I don’t even think they believed me.’’ Swede hesitated. “I still wouldn’t have gone, but Kirby begged me, and . . . well, it hit me that Kirby’d only signed on ’cause he thought I’d be leading the outfit. So’d some of the other boys. That’s a heavy responsibility. So I figured, what the hell. I’ll prob’ly get caught in this thing sooner or later, I might as well get it over with.”

He laughed briefly and shook his head. “The Comal Texas Rangers, we called ourselves—as fine a bunch of men as ever set off to war. All of ’em my friends.” After a second, he added, “Far’s I know, they’re all dead now, ’cept me and Kirby.”

Swede stopped and halted Dancer. He unlooped the canteen from the pommel of the saddle and handed it to Rosie.

The slender girl’s cheeks and nose had been burned red during her ordeal in the rocks, and they’d burned even more under the tom straw hat. They would be blistered tomorrow. She shook the canteen. There wasn’t much water left.

“You having any?” she asked, squinting.

Swede shook his head.

She returned the canteen. “Then neither am I.”

Swede replaced the canteen and looked at Rosie with grudging admiration. “You know, you’re all right—for a woman.”

Rosie snorted derisively. “Damn, mister, you call this hardship? This ain’t nothing. You should see Cross Street in Boston on a Saturday night.”

Swede grinned at her. Then he said, “Sorry if this is rough on you. I’d like to take a break here, but I just ain’t got the time.”

They remounted and rode on. Rosie was tired; she rested her head on Swede’s broad shoulders. It seemed a perfectly natural gesture. Swede smelled the burned flesh of the girl’s face, smelled the tumbled, sweat-stiff hair that brushed his skin, and felt the girl’s warm breath on his neck.

Swede’s back ached. He tried to ease it without disturbing the girl. This march was proving tougher than he had expected. He must be getting old.

The hills grew eerily quiet and mysterious in the long  shadows of late afternoon. Despite the blanketing heat, Rosie shivered and sat up straight. In a whisper that would have been more appropriate for church, she said, “Swede, you got a funny feeling?”

Swede’s eyes never stopped moving. “Yeah.”

&quot;Me, too,” said Rosie.
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Swede and Rosie camped high, protected by a jumble of boulders. They could barely see each other in the thin moonlight. Swede tried to feed Dancer, but the horse’s mouth was so dry that the oats fell out.

Wishing she had saved her underwear, Rosie sought shelter among the rocks, out of the wind that whistled around the hilltop. The temperature was not low, but the darkness and the wind on her sweaty body made her cold. Swede handed her a piece of pemmican, and she bit on it without enthusiasm. As Swede unrolled his blanket, Rosie hugged herself nervously. “It’s freezing up here,” she said through chattering teeth. “Did we have to come so high?”

“It’s safer this way,” Swede told her. Like Rosie, he could not shake his jitters. A tingling feeling ran up and down his spine. “Our backs are covered by these rocks. There’s only one way up this hill.”

He placed the blanket over her shoulders. “Put this around you. Try to get some sleep. We have to be out of here early.”

Rosie wrapped the worn blanket around her, getting her feet well under it. Swede took a hitch at his galluses. His jeans had grown loose; he must have lost weight from all the walking. “Wish I had a drink of whiskey,” he said.

“I’m partial to gin, myself,” said Rosie.

Swede reached in his saddlebag and took out his blue wool shirt. He put it on and then hunkered down in the lee of the rocks, next to Rosie, throwing his horse blanket over his legs for warmth. He made sure his rifle was close to him.

“Don’t you have another blanket?” Rosie asked.

She watched him for a moment as he lowered his head to his knees and closed his eyes. “Swede?”

He looked up from under the wide brim of his hat. Tentatively Rosie opened the top of her blanket. “You can have me, if you want. It’s the only payment I can give for what you’ve done.”

Swede thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No, I reckon not.”

Rosie’s emerald eyes seemed to flash like lightning in the darkness. “Why? Because of what I am? Afraid you’ll catch something?”

Swede sat up straighter. “Why . . . why, no, it’s nothing like that. It’s just that . . . well, you’re a lady, and—”

“Oh, come on, we both know that ain’t true.”

Swede was tight-lipped. “I was raised up to treat all women the same. I ain’t one to be makin’ judgment on people’s characters.”

Rosie stared at him, then shook her head. “I’ve met some strange people out west, mister, but damn if you don’t beat all of ’em. Most outlaws I’ve known would have raped me half a dozen times by now.”

Swede said, “I didn’t take up the profession because I wanted to.”

“What do you mean?”

Swede hesitated. He looked around, as if expecting to see something, as if something was not right. Then he sighed and picked up a stick with his big hand. Slowly he began snapping pieces off the end of the stick. “My folks come to Texas back when it was still part of Mexico. They went deep in what was then Indian country and found them a piece of land that nobody else wanted.

“They took that land. They fought Comanches and Mexicans and swarms of locusts to hold it. They baked in the summer, and they froze in the winter to scrape out a living, and gradually—with hard work—they turned that land into something worth having, something a man could call his own.”

He spoke in a low voice. The only other sounds were the wind and the relentless snapping of the stick. “Then come Mr. Bailey, superintendent for the Southwest Texas Railroad. I was still in prisoner-of-war camp, so there was nothin’ I could do. Mr. Bailey said the railroad needed our land. Couldn’t go nowheres else, he said. Had a piece of paper from the Yankee government said he could take the land if he paid the owners a fair price.”

Swede snapped another piece off the stick. “When my folks wouldn’t sell, Bailey threw them off. He cursed them, told them they was being turned out for progress. When Pa tried to protest, Bailey beat him.

“Well, Ma and Pa was too old and too sick to start over. Anyways, they couldn’t buy no land with the little bit of money Bailey give ’em. They was both dead within a year, buried in a pauper’s field without even a preacher to read over ’em. Bailey murdered them, Rosie. He murdered them as sure as if he pulled a trigger on them.”

“What did you do?” Rosie asked.

“Killed Bailey and robbed his payroll.” Swede turned the remnant of the stick over in his fingers, looking at it. Then he tossed it away. “I been on the run ever since.”

“You ever regret killing this Bailey?”

“Sure I regret it. I don’t like killin’ people. I only meant to beat him, like he done Pa, but he pulled a gun. Still, it was a fair fight, and—”

“And you’d do it again, if it came to that.”

“Prob’ly. That’s how I was raised.”

There was a pause, then Rosie spoke softly. “You don’t think you have much of a chance, do you?”

“No, not if Kirby’s leading the posse.”

“What if you do get away. What then?”

Swede shrugged. “Rob another bank, I reckon.”

“Another bank! Aren’t you ever going to stop? Don’t you want to settle down?”

Swede shifted uneasily among the rocks, looking around again. “Reckon I never had no reason to settle down, nobody to settle down with. Now Arkansas, he met himself a real nice senorita
 . Planned to marry her and raise up some kids. If I get out of this, I gotta go tell her what’s happened, give her the Kid’s share of the money.”

Swede was quiet for a moment. “You know, I never talked like this with no one before—not even the Kid.” He looked at Rosie, and an idea lit his face that made him eager and shy at the same time. “You could come with me, Rosie.” He hesitated, then went on. “We could buy us some

His face fell, and he looked away. “Hell, what’s the use even thinking about something like that?”

He turned to her again. Rosie dropped the blanket from her slender shoulders. In the moonlight, she looked very soft, very warm. Her lips were slightly parted. The scent of her body and hair was intoxicating. Swede leaned toward her, drawn by a force greater than himself. Rosie closed her eyes, their lips were almost touching.

Behind them, Dancer whinnied softly.

Swede stopped. He opened his eyes. He grew taut and reached for his rifle.

“What is it?” whispered Rosie.

Dancer snuffled and pawed the ground. Rosie sat up straight. She looked behind her, then she put a hand to her mouth, stifling a scream.

A group of Comanches was standing in the darkness at the far edge of the boulders.
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It was hard to tell how many there were. Swede counted six—no, eight, but there might be more hidden in the darkness. They looked cold; most were wrapped in blankets. The others held out their hands to show that they were unarmed.

Swede and Rosie were deep in the shadows. They heard Dancer blowing and pawing the ground. Swede took his revolver from its holster, cocked it, and passed it to Rosie. He eased back the hammer of his rifle. “Fire when I do.”

He stood warily. Rosie scrambled up beside him. “Swede, what if they’re the same ones that—”

“They are,” Swede said.

The Indians were filthy and emaciated, pocked from disease. Their clothing was tattered; their reservation blankets were threadbare. Swede moved out of the shadows toward them, holding his Winchester away from his body in an exaggerated show of friendliness. “Howdy, boys. Where’s your horses?”

The Comanches were bobbing their heads and smiling. Their leader, a tall man with his entire face painted red, said, “We friendly. We no have horses, no have guns.”

“Hell, I can see you ain’t got no guns,” Swede drawled. “I ain’t worried about that.”

The Indians had begun moving into the clearing formed by the boulders, a step at a time, so stealthily that Swede wouldn’t have noticed it if he hadn’t been looking for it. One of the braves wore a battered gray top hat.

Rosie caught her breath. “That hat—it belonged to Frank Morgan, my manager.”

“We want food,” said the red-faced Indian. The others testified to this desire with mutters and more vigorous nodding.

“Anything we got is yours,” said Swede.

“Water, too,” added Top Hat. He was an evil-looking devil, with a broad flat face and hooded eyes, like a snake’s.

“Sure,” said Swede. “Plenty of water here.”

The Comanches moved with more confidence now. They were edging sideways, flanking Swede and Rosie. The red- faced leader pounded his once-massive chest expansively. “Why you no have fire? We make fire, we smoke pipe. Then you give us water and food, and we go.”

Swede grinned. “You’ll go, all right—straight to hell.” He raised his rifle. “Now, Rosie!”

Swede fired, and Red Face fell. Rosie began shooting as well. With howls, the Comanches threw the blankets from their shoulders, revealing rifles. Others drew pistols from their waistbands.

The fight lasted seconds, but it seemed like an hour. After the first shots, powder smoke obscured everything. Swede aimed at the red muzzle flashes, squeezing off his rounds. The flashes came closer, bullets hummed around him, something plucked at his sleeve.

Suddenly it was over. Swede and Rosie were alone on the hilltop. The acrid-smelling gunsmoke blew clear in the wind, revealing four bodies at the far side of the clearing.

Swede jammed more shells into his Winchester and turned to Rosie. Before he could speak, the Comanche in the gray hat burst out of the rocks to his left. The Indian ran full tilt into Swede, crashing him to the ground on his back.

Swede tried to get up, but the Indian slugged him in the face with a pistol, knocking him flat. Swede’s vision blurred, and he smelled the incredible stink of the Indian. The Comanche pointed the pistol in Swede’s face. There was a shot, and the Indian was jerked away as if by an unseen hand.

Swede lay breathless. It took him a second to realize that he wasn’t dead. He raised himself on his elbows, touching the welt just above his eye. The Comanche lay half on top of him, blood pumping from a hole in his chest. Swede looked over to where Rosie stood with the smoking .45 still pointed in her hands.

Swede rolled the Indian’s body off his legs and got up. “Thanks,” he said to Rosie. “How’s it compare with Cross Street now?”

Rosie lowered the revolver. “It’s getting closer.”

Swede picked up his rifle. He winced and screwed his eyes shut as a wave of pain swept through his head.

Rosie said, “How’d you know what they were up to?”

“It’s what they always do, if they think you don’t know ’em—get just friendly and peaceable as hell before they make their move. That bunch was careless; they thought we was easy pickings. We would have been, too, if Dancer hadn’t—” Swede whirled. “Where is—Dancer, no!”

The black horse was on his knees, trembling violently. In the thin moonlight, blood gleamed on his forehead and chest, showing where he had been struck by stray bullets. As they watched, he toppled onto his side.

“Dancer!”

Swede ran over, falling to his knees beside the horse. Dancer raised his head with a faint whinny. His big eyes looked into Swede’s. Then he kicked his legs out weakly and died.

Swede hung his head, stroking the dead horse’s muzzle. He remained that way, lost in grief, heedless of the horse’s blood that stained his clothes, heedless of the Comanches still out there in the dark.

Rosie’s voice seemed to come from out of a fog. “Swede—here’s one still alive.”

The fog parted. Swede raised his head, his cheeks wet. He saw Rosie bent over one of the Indians, at a loss what to do. She looked at Swede, then she touched the Indian’s shoulder, reassuring him. “It’ll be all right.”

“Please, wa-ter,” moaned the Indian gutturally, writhing on the ground.

Swede rose to his feet. He walked across the clearing to Rosie and the wounded Comanche. The Indian was little more than a boy. Streaks of red and yellow paint crossed his face. He wore a tom, store-bought shirt; the stuffed body of a kingfisher was braided into his topknot. He clutched his blood-soaked stomach. “Wa-ter.”

Swede yanked Rosie to her feet. He grabbed the pistol from her, stood over the Indian, and raised it.

“Swede!” Rosie cried.

Swede fired two shots into the Indian’s chest. “He’s dead now,” he said.

Rosie looked at Swede in horror. With a great effort, Swede controlled himself. He pushed Rosie back into the shadows. “Get under cover. We jumped ’em good, and they run off. But when they regroup, they may rush us again.”

They returned to the boulders. Swede fumbled the pistol shells from his belt and passed them to Rosie along with the weapon. “Reload.” He was breathing hoarsely.

Rosie watched him, uncertain whether she was more scared of Swede or the Comanches. “Swede, I’m sorry about—”

“Don’t! Don’t say Dancer’s name to me! I’ve had three good friends in this life. The Kid and Dancer are dead now, and the third one is looking to kill me.”

He caught his breath, and his voice lowered. “My folks gave me Dancer. They left him with a neighbor when they got run off our land. Dancer’s all I had to remember them by.”

He looked at Rosie as though he wanted to say more. A shot rang out and something screamed along the rock between them. “Here they come!” he cried.

Swede lost control of himself. He moved out into the open, crying with rage. He pumped shots as fast as he could lever shells into the chamber. Around him the gunfire built to a crescendo, like summer rain. When the rifle was empty, he threw it down, grabbed the revolver from Rosie, and kept firing.

“Swede!” she cried. “Swede, it’s all over. They’ve gone.”

He stopped, his chest heaving. Gradually his vision cleared. He could see the open ground in the moonlight. The hilltop was quiet. Rosie was on her knees beside him, fear and awe in her eyes. He wondered why he’d been standing, offering such a target.

He sank to the ground, feeling weak. His breath came in long, shuddering gasps. The battle seemed to have drained the anger and sorrow of Dancer’s death out of him.

Rosie raised herself and squinted into the clearing. “Wonder if we got any? Don’t look like it. Thought you was such a great shot.”

Swede handed the pistol back. “I never said I was a great shot. Anyway, I might have winged a couple, or they might have dragged the bodies off—Comanches do that, if they can. How many shells you got left?”

Rosie counted the bullets Swede had given her earlier. “Five,” she said as she reloaded.

Swede took the remaining rifle shells from his jeans. “I got seven—that’s twelve altogether.”

Rosie’s voice dropped. “You don’t have any more?”

“I was too broke to buy an extra box before we left Mexico. That’s what comes of spending all my money on whiskey and beer.” Swede shook his head. “Time was, I’d never have took the trail without enough weapons and ammunition to fight a war. Now it seems I don’t care no more. Don’t know what’s the matter with me—getting tired of it all, I reckon.”

He looked at her closely, his head clear now. “We can’t afford any more misses. We have to wait till they’re right on top of us before we fire next time. It’s our only chance. Be sure to save a bullet for yourself—and be sure to leave yourself time to use it.”

Rosie took a deep breath and nodded. Swede patted her arm for reassurance.
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They waited for the Comanches to attack. It seemed to grow darker. The only sound was the moaning wind.

Rosie lay full length on her stomach, the pistol resting between two rocks. Swede was on his knee behind a boulder, but after a while that position became uncomfortable, and he quietly stretched out near Rosie.

They were cold and thirsty and tired. Something rustled in the bushes, and Swede’s finger tightened on the trigger. His breath came in short bursts. But the Comanches held back. Beside him, Rosie wiped her hand across her mouth.

The hours passed. The moon set and the wind died. They grew cramped, but they were afraid to move lest they reveal their positions. Swede looked at the Dipper. It would be dawn soon. He gazed intently into the east—was the sky the slightest bit lighter there? Yes.

He shifted, drawing the rifle to his shoulder. “Dawn’s their favorite time to attack,” he whispered. “Be ready.”

“I been ready,” Rosie said.

Rosie gripped the pistol in both hands, smelling the cool, clean air of dawn. For some reason her mind kept returning to hot, humid mornings on Cross Street, and the stench of rotting garbage and dead fish that never went away. She thought of the crowded one-room flat, and the square of newspaper in one comer that served as a toilet. Then she came back to the present. She could make out the bodies of the five Comanches and Dancer in the rapidly graying light.

“What are they waiting for?” she said. “Why don’t they get it over with?”

Swede made no answer. Above them the sky turned from gray to the color of burnished brass. The first golden rays of sunlight surfaced in the east.

“I think they’re gone,” Swede said, incredulous.

He stood cautiously, his joints aching from age and the damp. He peered from behind the rocks but saw nothing. “By God, I believe they have, Rosie. Stay here and cover me.”

He moved across the clearing slowly, from boulder to boulder, ready to fire. He passed the dead Comanches. Parallel heel tracks and spots of blood indicated where two more Indians had been dragged off, but whether they were dead or wounded was impossible to say.

He emerged on the open hillside with his rifle raised, but no one was there. The only noise came from a distant quail. Swede’s eyes quartered the rugged, brush-covered ground. It was empty. He lowered the Winchester as Rosie came up beside him.

Rosie looked at him funny. “Swede, they had us dead. Why give up now?”

Swede wrinkled his brow. “We hurt ’em bad—could be it wasn’t worth the casualties for them to rush us again. Could be they just got bored.” He paused. “Or it could be the posse’s near.”

The sun rose, and the wild landscape was suddenly bathed in harsh, brilliant light. The cool air turned hot.

Swede walked to the hilltop’s edge. He propped his foot on a lichenous rock, pushing back his old hat. From this vantage he could see a long way to the south and east, across the broken hills, clear to the plain.

This land was so beautiful, from its spectacular desolation to the deep blue sky and the fluffy white clouds that seemed to go on forever. “God’s country” was the only term Swede could think of to adequately describe what he saw. Hard and cruel it could be, but he loved Texas with a passion that stirred his heart. And this was the last day he would see it. Tomorrow he would be dead.

His eyes found what they sought—a wisp of dust rising far to the east, heading in his direction. He stood straight and turned away.

Rosie was looking at the dead Indians with a strange fascination. In the bright sunlight, the bodies were pitiful heaps of rags. Flies were settling over them, ants swarming into open eyes and mouths. The birds would be coming soon.

“Is this what we were so afraid of?” she asked. “Look at them—their bones are showing through. They were starving to death.”

“Yankee army’s killed all their horse herds,” Swede told her. “Without horses, they have to come to the reservation for food, or they die. Horses are their whole way of life, and the Army’s destroyed it. This bunch was probably more interested in Dancer than in us—Comanches’ll risk anything for a good horse.”

“You almost sound like you sympathize with them,” Rosie said.

“Sympathize? No, I’ve fought too many of them for that. I understand them, though. This land was theirs; now we’ve taken it from them. If I was a Comanche, I’d fight too.”

Acid crept into her voice. “Well, your behavior ain’t much better than theirs.”

He rounded on her. “What do you mean by that?”

“You know what I mean. That wounded boy. You didn’t have to—”

“Oh, hell, if I’d wanted that sonofabitch to feel pain, I’d have let him live. You think he could have survived with that wound? He was gut-shot. He’d have died a long, slow death, and maybe I wouldn’t have minded—or have you forgotten what he helped do to your friends?”

Swede walked off. He picked up his canteen and shook it. “With Dancer gone, things have changed. Our situation is pretty bad.”

Rosie threw up her hands, but her bravado could not conceal her concern for him. “Ain’t it always? Trouble just comes in bunches with you, don’t it? Only thing that surprises me is why you’ve never been caught.”

Swede went on. “There’s only a few swallows of water left. We’d never make Paso San Pedro on foot. We have to try Sand Canyon and head for Scorpion Springs.”

“How far is that?” Rosie asked, giving him a look that anticipated the worst.

“Ten miles, maybe.”

“Oh, shit.”

“A hard walk,” Swede admitted. “If I can get to Scorpion Springs before the posse, I can maybe lose myself in the hills. It ain’t much of a chance, but it’s something. If the posse’s close behind—and they will be—I’ll leave you at the springs.” He paused. “That’s if they don’t catch us first.”

Swede slung the canteen over his shoulder, then the money-filled saddlebags. Everything else was left behind. “Kinda hate to lose this saddle,” he said. “I bought it with the pickings from my first bank.” He smiled wryly. “The Kid spent all his money on a fancy Arabian horse—which promptly got shot from under him on our next job.”

Rosie plopped on the torn straw hat, ready to go. Swede held out his hand for the pistol. “I’ll carry that.” He put the weapon in its holster and hefted his rifle.

He hesitated. “There is another choice for you, Rosie. The posse’s coming. I seen their dust. Them Comanches are gone. If you want to wait here for the posse ... I mean, I’ll leave you the water. They shouldn’t be too—”

Tears welled above Rosie’s freckles, but her voice was hard. “Look, Swede, if you don’t want me to go with you, just say so. You won’t be the first man to bounce me on my ear.”

“It ain’t that. It’s just that this walk’s gonna be tough. Hell, I don’t know if I can make it myself. And you, you’re a . . . a . . .”

“A woman—is that it?” Rosie’s lips pouted; her pert nose seemed to quiver. “Why, you fathead, I can keep up with you on your best day. Goddamn men are all alike—I can’t stand it. Come on, let’s get the hell out of this place.”

Rosie turned and bustled off the hill, swinging her slender hips from side to side. Taken aback. Swede watched her. Then he pulled down his hat and followed her.
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“It’s Dancer,” said Kirby. “I saw him once before.”

It was midmorning. The members of the posse stood on the sunbaked hilltop. The air was thick with flies and the sickly sweet stench of death. Vultures wheeled overhead, impatient to finish their interrupted meal.

Young Harry wiped the sweat from his wispy mustache. He stared at the famous black horse, half in awe, half in grief that such a magnificent animal should be dead and that he should be in some way, however small, responsible. “He’s as beautiful as they say.”

The weathered cowboy Spud spit tobacco juice. “A damn waste, that’s what it is.”

Brazos nodded. He was thinking about Swede and about what was going to happen to him now that he’d lost Dancer. “Swede got five of ’em, anyway,” Spud went on.

Brazos said, “Too bad it weren’t fifty, after what they done to them women.”

Black George was walking up the trail. Blood seeped through the fresh bandage around his head, and one cheek was puffed.

“Well?” asked Kirby, whose own face was cut and scratched from the fight with Silas.

“Burdette and the girl are on foot,” George said. “They didn’t get none of the Comanche horses.”

“And?”

“Ain’t no choice, now—Burdette’s got to go for Scorpion Springs.”

Kirby knew it. “Then he’s a dead man.” He raised his voice. “All right, water your horses. We’re getting ready for the last push. Make sure your weapons are loaded.”

Kirby and George discussed the trail ahead. Meanwhile, holding his breath against the smell, Harry removed an eagle feather from one of the dead Comanches and stuck it in the band of his cheap wool hat. He gave a little war whoop and giggled.

His new friend Brazos laughed with him. Brazos had taken a wildcat-claw necklace from one of the bodies. He stuck an Indian’s ancient pistol in his waistband and cut the kingfisher from the dead boy’s topknot as a souvenir.

Spud was transferring Swede’s saddle to his own horse. That didn’t seem right to Harry—it was acceptable to take an Indian’s property but not a white man’s. “Do you have to do that?” he asked.

“Range law,” said the practical-minded Spud. “Swede left it; it belongs to the first fella who claims it. This is a damn good saddle. Karl Reichardt’ll gave me a few dollars for my old one.”

After the horses were watered, Harry joined Spud and Brazos by the packhorse, where the cowboys were refilling their canteens from the water bag. The three men gulped the warm liquid thirstily.

“Lord, it’s hot,” Brazos said. “Hottest summer in years.”

For the first time since joining the posse, Spud took off his big hat, revealing a shade line that ran across his cheeks and just under his nose. All his face above the line was chalk white; everything below was burned reddish brown. His pale bald head shone in the sunlight. He wet his bandana and wiped grime from his face. “I don’t particularly like Kirby, but you got to hand it to him. Lots of men would have give up by now.”

“Damned if I ain’t one of ’em,” Brazos gasped. His eyes were bloodshot and sagging. He had removed his fringed gauntlets and opened his fancy shirt to the waist.

Spud stuffed the wet bandana inside his hat and returned the hat to its accustomed position atop his head. “Swede’s got one chance left—and that one’s mighty slim.”

Harry blurted, “You mean we could come all this way and still lose him?”

Almost immediately, Harry regretted speaking, as Brazos flashed him a look. Harry had promised himself he wouldn’t upset the young cowboy again. Brazos stood straight, lips compressed. He started to say something, then spun on his heel and walked away, his spurs jingling angrily.

Spud shook his head sadly. “I like you, Harry, but if brains was gunpowder, you couldn’t blow your head off. Killin’ a man’s no sport. It’s a mean business. It’s nothin’ to be proud of. I know you don’t agree with me—I didn’t neither, at your age—but you’ll learn I’m right. And I’ll tell you this—it’s one hell of a sobering lesson.”

Self-doubt crossed Harry’s face for a second. Then it was swallowed by his boundless enthusiasm.

Kirby walked off by himself and sat in the shade of a large rock.

The posse had heard the gunfire last night. They’d been on the trail since before dawn, uncertain what they would find. This was one outcome Kirby had not bargained for. For nine years he’d thought of Swede and Dancer as one, as he’d last seen them, the tall rider and black horse. It was hard to picture them separated. Kirby was not a sentimental man, but Dancer’s death had spoiled the expedition for him.

Kirby took out a cheroot. He turned it over in his hands, staring at it. It was a Monte Cruz. Kirby had smoked the same brand since 1863. He would never smoke any other.

He could even name the day he had first tried one. . . .

July 2. The Army of Tennessee was camped near Tullahoma, with rumors of an imminent campaign in the air. Around Kirby the sounds and smells of fifty thousand unwashed men and their animals mingled with the clean scent of pinewoods. Kirby was a major, second-in-command of his regiment. He was returning from Division HQ to his “shebang”—his shelter of oilcloth and branches—when he stopped dead in his tracks. Swede was standing by the company flag, talking with a young lieutenant who looked just like—who was—his brother Jeff.

“What the—?” said Kirby.

The lieutenant turned, grinning. “Johnny!”

The brothers embraced. Jeff lacked Kirby’s height, and he was more rounded and of a more humorous nature, with sparkling blue eyes. Jeff had tried to enlist back in ’61, but his brother had made him stop—it would be too hard on Mom to have them both away. Their dad was a state senator now; his influence had kept Jeff from being conscripted and had gotten him a commission in the Home Guard.

“What are you doing here?” Kirby said. “How did you even get here? We heard the Yanks have the Mississippi sealed tight.”

“I dodged their patrols. It was pretty easy, really.” Jeff handed Kirby and Swede paper-wrapped parcels. “Here’s some new clothes from home. You both look like you can use them.”

“Thanks,” Swede said. He was a sergeant now, and his clothes were in rags from six months in the saddle. “But what are you—”

“And these are for you, John.” Jeff handed his brother a second parcel. It was a box of cheroots. They were Cuban, and Kirby could guess how difficult they’d been to obtain through the blockade.

“You look different,” Jeff went on, eyeing his brother dispassionately. “That mustache gives you a fierce appearance, like a Cossack.”

“You didn’t come a thousand miles to talk about my mustache,” Kirby said. “What’s this all about?”

Jeff laughed and grinned boyishly, hands stuffed into the pockets of his gray uniform trousers. “Why, I’m joining you, of course. I have orders detaching me from the Guard.”

“Oh, no, you ain’t,” Swede told him. “You’re going to skedaddle back home.”

Jeff looked at Swede in surprise. He turned to his older brother. “He doesn’t mean it, does he?”

Kirby said nothing.

“Aw, come on, Johnny, you have to let me stay. I tried to keep at home—I really did—but it’s not fair that you get all the glory. You’re famous, you know—the papers were full of you capturing that Yank ammunition train last December. I’m not a little boy anymore. I’m twenty-four now. I deserve my chance, too.”

Jeff gave his brother that eager, hero-worshiping look that had always won him over in the past. Kirby hesitated, considering.

“Come on, Johnny, it’ll be fun. We haven’t done anything together in years—not since you went off to college.”

“I said no,” Swede told him.

Kirby said, “I’ll make the decision, Swede.”

Swede stiffened. “Then go ahead and make it. Tell him no.”

Kirby stroked his well-shaven jaw thoughtfully. He missed being with Jeff, missed it a lot. It would be good having the boy—the young man—around. “All right, Jeff, you can ride with us—but for this campaign only. Then you go home. Is that understood?”

“Understood.” Jeff beamed.

Swede’s eyes grew wide, his lips tightening. “Have you lost your—”

Kirby held up a hand, halting the big sergeant. He sent Jeff to the colonel, to be assigned to a company.

When Jeff was gone, Swede exploded. “Have you lost your head—letting him stay like that? It’s too dangerous.”

“No, it’s not.” Kirby smiled broadly, like he was playing a gigantic joke. “Don’t tell Jeff, but he’ll be perfectly safe. Division has just informed me we won’t be getting remounts this summer. That means there won’t be a campaign for us. Odds are, we won’t even leave camp.”

But he was wrong. The regiment was ordered to fight as infantry in the series of actions that culminated in the battle of Chickamauga, in Georgia, slugging it out in the smoky cedar thickets, stifling with heat and humidity. With a large part of the Yankee army put to flight, the Confederate General Bragg ignored the vulnerable Union flanks and hurled charge after charge at their entrenched center. Men were shot down in the hundreds; the attacking companies had to clear lanes through the piles of dead and wounded. In one of these hopeless assaults Jeff was shot in the head and killed.

Later, Kirby watched, hollow-eyed, as the bearers carried Jeff’s body from the field. The straw-colored hair that would never stay in place was clotted with blood.

Swede stood beside Kirby, slapping his hat against his leg in frustration. There were dark circles under Swede’s eyes. His unshaven cheeks sagged. His hair had thinned noticeably at the temples.

“Jeff would’ve been better off if we’d left him with the Comanches,” Swede said. Then he turned and walked away. . . .

 

Kirby returned the cheroot to his vest without lighting it. He sighed. He felt little of the excitement of the chase. It was just a job now, a dirty job, and Kirby was good at dirty jobs. It was time to get out of the game.

Abruptly he rose to his feet. “All right,” he shouted. “We’ve had long enough here. Let’s get moving.”
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Swede and Rosie made their way through the tangled hills, first downhill then up. There was a great stillness in the air, as if the heat had pressed the life out of the country.

Swede unbuckled his heavy chaps and left them beside the trail, making no attempt to hide them. He limped along, trying unsuccessfully not to walk on his blisters, which had broken again and were bleeding. His canteen and saddlebags were over his shoulder. His rifle was in his hand. Rosie stumbled, and he took her arm for support. They were panting in the heat.

Rosie said, “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure as hell ain’t nothin’ stopped you so far.” Swede’s head throbbed where the Comanche had hit him with the pistol. There was a large lump just above his eye.

“Why do they call you Swede? Burdette ain’t a Swedish name, and you don’t look like no Viking or nothing.”

Swede laughed shortly and looked away. “When I was a kid, I had me this big ole yellow dog named Swede—don’t recollect how he got the name. Me and Swede went everywhere together, and folks started calling me after him—Big Swede and Little Swede. When he died, the name stuck with me.”

The ground was rocky and uneven; each step had to be taken with care. At last Rosie grimaced and stopped. “God, do my feet hurt. Whoever made these shoes didn’t have cross-county hiking in mind.”

Half faint, she sat on the ground. She tried to unlace the spike-heeled, thin suede shoes, but the walking had made her feet swell the laces tight. Swede got on his knee and cut the laces with his knife, while Rosie leaned back with her eyes closed. She took off the straw hat and fanned herself. Her reddish-brown hair was bedraggled from perspiration and nights of camping in the open.

Swede pulled the shoes off and threw them away. There were welts on Rosie’s puffed feet where the shoes and the laces had cut into them. Swede rubbed some life into the feet, then cut two long strips off the gray skirt and wrapped them around her feet, Indian style.

“That should help some,” he said. He helped her up, and they started off again.

The sun rose higher in the sky, beating down on the rugged hills with white heat. The ground burned Rosie’s feet through the cloth strips, but she didn’t complain.

This was how it was going to end, Swede told himself. They would die from the heat, or they would be caught. He hoped they would be caught, for Rosie’s sake. That would mean prison for him, then hanging. No, not prison—never again. He would get Rosie out of the way and make Kirby shoot it out with him.

He stumbled to a stop. Rosie followed his lead. He took a sip of warm water from his canteen, but his throat was too dry for the few drops of liquid to make an impression.

He passed the canteen to Rosie. “Finish it.”

Rosie tilted the canteen into her mouth, straining for its contents. She held the swallow of water, rolling it around, letting it fall drop by drop down her throat. Her face showed momentary relief. Then it became a blistered mask once more.

She returned the empty canteen to Swede, who slung it over his shoulder. The canteen cap dangled uselessly on its chain.

“We’ll fill it when we get to the springs,” Swede said. “Come on.”
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Kirby spurred his reluctant horse without mercy. Scorpion Springs was only five miles from the Rio Bravo and Mexico.

Beside him. Black George spoke with his usual mixture of amusement and disbelief. “This second bunch of horses will be giving out soon.”

“Let them,” Kirby said. “I want them to hold up just long enough to catch Swede. After that, we’ll camp at the Springs and rest for a day before we start back.”

Kirby already viewed the posse and its mission as a fait accompli
 . He was looking past it, to the future. He had a lot of lost time to make up. There would be a year of legal practice maybe, then his ultimate goal—politics.

He smiled grimly to himself. Would he be a politician like Simpkin? He doubted it. Unlike the venal lawyer from Temperance, Kirby had an aim beyond personal advancement. He wanted to make certain this country continued to grow in a lawful, orderly manner.



Kirby remembered how Texas had been riven by violence after the war. Between Indian depredations and the absence of law, no one had been safe. The Indians were nearly vanquished now, and the lawbreakers were dead, in prison, or had moved to easier pickings. People were flocking in— Yankees, even immigrants from beyond the seas. As a Southerner, Kirby wasn’t sure he liked that, but if it was good for Texas, he would champion it.

Kirby had a dream for Texas. He wanted to see millions of people living here. He wanted to see the wasteland made green; he wanted great cities where once the buffalo had grazed. Kirby entertained no ideas about progress bringing Utopia, he was too hardheaded for that, but he believed that progress was man’s best hope in a hostile world. He believed progress had to be aided, to be encouraged at all costs, and the implementation of that belief was his life’s work. He would begin with the state legislature, as his father had done, then the U.S. House of Representatives, and then the Senate, if he was lucky enough. His kind of reputation as a soldier and a lawman had carried lesser individuals that far.
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Swede and Rosie stumbled along—it could no longer be called walking. Swede’s boots were dusty and scarred. The pain in his feet helped keep him conscious. Rosie’s cloth- wrapped feet moved leadenly, leaving drops of blood on the bare earth.

There was no more talking; there was no strength for that. The midday sun hung over them like a huge, molten ball that would not go away. They smelled the burning heat, tasted it—it penetrated every pore of their bodies, until it felt as if the suffocating air itself was on fire. Their lips were black and swollen, their eyes seared shut. The thick coats of alkali dust on their faces cracked painfully whenever they opened their eyes or mouths.

Where was the posse? How much longer before it appeared?

There was no longer a goal, no meaning to anything. The act of moving forward had become an end in itself. Almost without knowing it, Swede let the bulky saddlebags fall from his shoulder to the ground.

Behind him, Rosie slowed, step by step. Not really sure what she was doing, except that instinct told her never to leave money, she went back to the saddlebags. She opened one and stuffed several wads of bills into her blouse. Then she rose and followed Swede.






 

 


 29

 

 

Black George saw the saddlebags first. The bandaged scout rode ahead, dismounted, and held them up. The other men reined in around him as he unbuckled the flaps.

“Gawd,” breathed Brazos, “would you lookit that? I ain’t never seen so much money in one place before.”

“First the chaps, now the money,” Spud said mournfully. “Ole Swede must be about ready to drop.”

George mounted and handed the worn leather saddlebags to Kirby, who glanced at their contents.

“Is it all there?” asked young Harry, worried about his mother’s money.

“We’ll count it later,” Kirby told him. He placed the bags across his saddle and spumed his horse ruthlessly forward.

“Kirby!” Spud cried.

Kirby reined in, wheeling his horse impatiently. The grizzled cowboy rode up to him, leading the packhorse. “What is it?” Kirby asked.

Spud spoke in confidential tones. “Kirby, you know I ain’t one for tellin’ a fella how to do his job. But we got the money back—that’s what we really come for. Couldn’t you consider lettin’ Swede go?”

Kirby’s green eyes widened briefly, then narrowed to slits, like a cat’s.

“Takin’ that girl with him more than makes up for whatever he done before,” Spud went on.

When Kirby made no reply, Spud said, “There’s some things more important than the law, Kirby.”

Kirby stared at the cowboy. Then he said, “I want Burdette.”

He yanked hard on the reins and rode off with George. Harry gave Spud a sympathetic glance and followed after.

Brazos drew alongside Spud, leading the two spare horses. The curly-haired cowboy bristled with anger. “Well? You still hopin’ for some kind of miracle to save you makin’ a choice?”

Spud spread his short arms helplessly. “What do you want from me, Brazos? I tried.”

“Sometimes tryin’ ain’t enough. Sometimes it takes action.” This last statement seemed to remind Brazos of something. “Kirby said you done a good job when you rode with him before. What did he mean by that?”

Spud had hoped this question would never come up. He looked away from the younger man. “I—I shot a fella. A friend.”

Brazos took a deep breath. He was about to ride off, when Spud grabbed his arm. “You ain’t plannin’ to go against Kirby, are you?”

Brazos did not answer for a moment. From the way he held his head high, it was clear that he considered this a matter of honor. Like most cowhands, pride and honor were all Brazos possessed besides his saddle and the clothes on his back. Perhaps that was why he was so touchy about them.

“If that’s what it comes to,” he said at last. He pulled clear of Spud and rode away.
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A long, difficult descent, marked by many cuts and scrapes, brought Swede and Rosie out of the hills, into a narrow valley.

“Sand Canyon,” Swede rasped.

The canyon was brooding, silent, so remote it might have been on another planet. The canyon floor was brown and hard, cracked in places from the heat. It radiated the sun’s blast back up at them; it was like walking in a furnace.

They staggered on, moving forward, then sideways, like drunks. They no longer knew what they were doing. The sun had pummeled them to a stupefied condition somewhere between life and death. It was hard to keep their balance; their senses were almost gone.

Rosie stopped. In slow motion, she sank to her knees. Up ahead, Swede gradually realized that the girl was missing. He looked back just in time to see her collapse full length on the ground. With difficulty he turned himself around. He stumbled back and pulled her to her feet.

“Come on, Rosie,” he croaked. “You can make it. It ain’t far now.”

Rosie’s emerald eyes stared dully. She set her feet forward, one then the other. Swede draped her arm around his shoulder and they shuffled on.

Swede had lied to her. They weren’t going to make it. It was all over. This was how it felt to die—and the funny part was, it didn’t feel like anything at all.

They swayed from side to side, barely upright. Rosie hung on Swede’s shoulder like a dead weight. He bumped into her and they almost fell down. If they fell, they would never get up.

Suddenly Swede halted. He was looking at something through his puffed, blurred eyes. He began laughing crazily. Rosie stared at him as if the sun had driven him mad.

He pointed weakly. “See that rise?”

Ahead, the canyon twisted sharply left and a hill rippled the smooth surface of its floor. Swede said, “Scorpion Springs is on the other side.”

Rosie’s jaw dropped. Swede hugged her. “We did it, Rosie, we did it! By God, I thought we was goners!”

He took her hand and they started running for the hill, infused with new life, crying and laughing at the same time.

“You sure leave things till the last minute,” Rosie gasped.

They scrambled up the low rise, slipping in the gravel, out of breath and dying of thirst, making little animal noises in their throats. Swede pulled Rosie the last few feet to the top. With a cry of joy, they turned and then stopped.

Before them the ground sloped away to the springs, which were surrounded by shady cottonwoods. Five men were waiting at the springs, their horses drinking from the glassy pool. The men stood under the cottonwoods or sat among the rocks, cradling their rifles watchfully.

Swede reeled backward, as if struck by a tremendous physical blow. Then he pulled himself together and shook his head admiringly. “It's Kirby. I knew it would be.”
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Swede and Rosie moved off the top of the rise before they were seen. Rosie lay on the slope, exhausted and beaten. Swede sat heavily. He pulled out his knife and began stabbing at the dirt. His blood was flowing faster. His thirst had abated. The hair on the back of his neck prickled, because a fight was coming.

“Damn,” he said. “Damn—we were so close! Somebody in that posse must have knowed a shortcut to the springs.”

“Now what?” Rosie breathed.

“Kirby thinks he’s got me. He thinks I can’t get past him to the Bravo; he thinks I have to come in for water. When I do, he’s going to shoot me. Well, I ain’t done yet. I’ll walk through them mountains to Mexico.”

Rosie sat up, her red-rimmed eyes filled with alarm. “Swede, the river must be ten miles that way. We couldn’t make ten feet. We’d die long before we got to water.”

Swede replaced the knife in its sheath and struggled to his feet. “I didn’t say nothin’ about ‘we.’ You’re stayin’ here.”

Rosie stood up. She grabbed his arm. “Swede, there’s no use in you going on—don’t you see that?”

“They have to take me out,” Swede said. “They know that; it’s part of the game.”

“You and your damn games,” she swore, dropping his arm. “Is that all this is to you? If it is a game, you’ve lost—so why don’t you use your head for once and give up?”

Swede said, “I won’t let them hang me, Rosie.” Then he forced a smile through lips that were cracked and swollen.

“Well, if you won’t give up, I’m coming with you,” Rosie told him, pulling her straw hat low.

“No.” Swede moved closer. He caressed her, fondling her lank hair, feeling her warmth through the sweat and dirt on her back. “I’d take you if I could, Rosie. You know that.”

She clung to him. “Then let me come with you now. I won’t be a bother. I just want to be with you as long as—as long as I can. Please, Swede.”

“No, you don’t want to see this. I don’t particularly want to see it myself. You’re going down to the springs. You’ll be safe there, and you’ll get water.”

“I’m going with you,” she insisted.

“No.”

Rosie stepped back, angry. She flopped to the ground and threw away her hat. Arms folded, legs crossed, she looked past Swede. “Then I won’t go in.”

Swede stared.

“I’ll sit here in the sun and burn. It may be hours before those men leave the springs and start looking for us. By that time. I’ll be dead.”

Rosie was smug, because she was right. Swede looked away from her, then back, getting madder and madder. With a deliberate motion he drew his pistol, raised it, and fired three shots into the air. He holstered the weapon and looked at Rosie as the gunshots echoed off the rocks of the canyon. “Help’ll be here in a few minutes,” he said.

Rosie looked at him, half in disbelief, half in fear. Then she buried her face in her arms and broke down crying.

Swede’s anger died. He lifted Rosie to her feet and held her close. In a soft voice he said, “Did you mean it, Rosie—about goin’ with me to Mexico?”

“I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t mean it,” she sobbed.

“That was nice. I’ll always remember that—leastways, as long as I got left. I wish we’d got the chance, Rosie. I’m sorry it has to end this way, believe me.”

Rosie was still crying. She would not look up. Swede tilted her chin toward him. For the first and last time, they kissed. Swede tasted the salt and blood on her lips, feeling her slender body pressed against his, smelling her, raw and sweaty. She responded, slowly at first, then with a fierce determination to hold on to him, clasping him so tightly that at last he had to push her away.

 “Good-bye, Rosie,” he said. Then he turned and hurried off.

Rosie watched him go, choking through her tears. &quot;Swede. Oh, Swede—damn you!”
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Swede moved as fast as his exhausted condition would permit, trying to ignore the pain in his blood-soaked feet. Looking over his shoulder continually, he started up the steep hills at the canyon's side.

Rosie sat on the slope, her head once more buried in her arms. She remained that way, willing her mind blank, trying to keep out the pain that threatened to overwhelm her, trying to keep out the sound of approaching hoofbeats.

The hoofbeats grew very loud, and the ground trembled. The posse came boiling over the rise, weapons drawn. They reined in when they saw the girl.

“Madonna Santa
 ,” said Harry Ferrante. “There she is. The putanna
 .&quot;

Rosie did not look up. She tried not to think about these men, about why they were here.

The posse came closer. The smell of horse sweat and unwashed men was strong. “She’s right pretty for a whore,” Brazos said. “Lookit them long legs.”

“You dumb ass, she heard you,” Spud told him in a loud whisper.

The girl ignored them.

To George, Kirby said, “Find Swede’s trail.”

The black man walked his horse along the bottom of the rise, leaning down, until he discerned Swede’s boot prints. He began following them toward the hills.

Kirby dismounted and lifted the canteen from his saddle. He knelt beside the sobbing girl. “Here, miss, take some water. Are you all right?&quot;

After a moment, Rosie looked up, sniffling. “Yes.” The thick dust on her face was smeared into a sort of mud from her tears. She took the canteen.

Kirby patted her shoulder. “Good girl. You’ve been through a lot, but you’re safe now.”

She drank, tentatively at first, then greedily, until she started choking and coughing.

From across the canyon, George called, “He went this way!”

Kirby rose. George was pointing at a steep incline to his left, the steepest in this part of the canyon. In the strong afternoon sunlight, the brown hill was seamed with fissures and steep gullies. Granite boulders littered the hillside. Higher up, stunted pines and cedars provided a sprinkling of green all the way to the sheer cliff at the top.

Kirby’s eyes scanned the tangled hillside foot by foot. “Can you see where he’s gone to ground?”

“No,” George cried.

The members of the posse were tense. They were a long rifle shot from the hill, but with a desperate man, you never knew. Rosie struggled up beside Kirby. “Don’t kill him! Please don’t kill him!”

Kirby looked at her. He did not like this kind of woman. She sold her body for money; she lived in sin. But he could not ignore her obvious sincerity. He said, “So, it’s like that, is it?”

Rosie barely had strength to stand, but she clenched her fists and her emerald eyes blazed. “Yes, it’s like that. And you don’t have to kill him. He’s only got nine bullets left.”

The effect of this announcement on the posse was varied. Harry was terrified that after this long pursuit there would be no shoot-out, but he said nothing, in deference to his friends Brazos and Spud.

“Boy,” Spud breathed. “That sure is some great news.” He looked at Brazos with relief. “Makes it a hell of a lot easier on us.”

The young cowboy was glum. “Don’t help Swede none, though. Not in the long run.”

Kirby pulled his waxed mustache thoughtfully. “Can we believe you?” he said to Rosie.

“Yes, yes, I’m not lying.” Rosie was pleading. Then something in Kirby’s manner made her suspicious. “You will take him alive, won’t you?”

Kirby said nothing, and Rosie took this as a sign of affirmation.

Kirby motioned to Brazos, who led the spare horses over. To Rosie, he said, “You’ll have to come with us, miss. I can’t leave you alone at the springs with the danger of Indians, no matter how remote, and I don’t have enough men for a guard. We’ll do our best to spare you any unpleasantness.”

Kirby remounted. To Brazos he said, “If she won’t get on willingly, put her on.&quot;






 

 


 33

 

 

Swede holed up as soon as the first rider crossed the rise. There was better cover up high, but he had no choice. His only hope was not to give away his position. He had to have the element of surprise.

Two fallen pinon trees lay together near him, and he crawled into the notch formed by their trunks. The trees must have been washed down the hill in the winter rains. The wood had a musty smell, and ants and mites had eaten away large sections of it. The dry brown needles pricked him through his clothes.

He poked his rifle barrel through the branches. He had a good view of the hillside directly before him, but farther down, the hill was broken by boulders and gullies. It would be hard to get a clear shot at anyone down there, while his own position was relatively open. On each side of him were deep fissures, up which attackers might crawl unseen.

He watched Rosie mount the horse and follow the posse across the canyon floor. Rosie was safe now; that was something. Maybe it was the most important thing, he thought. Then he cursed himself for being sentimental.

The posse reached the shade at the foot of the hill. There were four of them beside Kirby. They hobbled their horses and watered them. It wouldn’t be long now.

The afternoon sun burned down on Swede. Weak from thirst and exhaustion, he drifted in and out of a feverish, dreamlike state. Screened from the posse by the pine branches, he rolled over and scanned the hill above him for a bolt hole, in case he had to run. He took off his hat and raised it to block the sun’s glare.

Sunlight glinted through a hole in the hat’s crown. Swede had known the hole was there, but he had ignored it before. He turned the hat over in his hand, as if looking at it for the first time. He’d always thought of this as his new hat, for it had replaced the Yankee campaign hat he’d brought home from the war. Now the brim was shapeless, the sweatband was worn away, and the felt no longer kept out the rain. He’d have to get another one.

He came shuddering back to reality. What was he thinking about? There wasn’t going to be another hat. There wasn’t even going to be another day for him.

Swede put the hat back on. He settled in behind the pine branches, waiting.

 

* * *

 

At the foot of the hill. Black George showed Swede’s tracks to Kirby. Kirby’s gaze followed the direction of the boot prints. Nothing moved on the sunlit hillside.

“He’s up there somewhere,” Kirby said.

“Rugged country,” George said. “A thousand places to hide.”

“And it ends in a sheer cliff. He won’t escape this time.”

Rosie stood back, watching anxiously, while the men stretched their legs, shaking out muscles in preparation for the climb. Each man took a good drink, then filled his canteen from the water bags and slung it over his shoulder. They took extra shells from their saddlebags.

Unlike the others, Kirby did not remove his rifle from its case. As Brazos and Spud exchanged looks, Kirby took Karl Reichardt’s sawed-off shotgun from his saddle and loaded it. The shotgun was good for the kind of close-in work that Kirby planned. He emptied the box of shotgun shells and put them in his vest pocket.

Kirby looked at his men. “Remember—take your time. Draw fire. Make Swede use those nine shells. But don’t give him a good target. You hear that, Harry?”

The dark-haired youth was so excited he could scarcely pay attention. He was playing with the hammer of his silver-plated Italian rifle. “Yeah, yeah—I hear you,” he said.

Kirby went on. “We’ll pin Swede down. We’ll flank him and get him in a cross fire.”

“Cross fire!” Rosie rushed forward. “But you promised you wouldn’t—”

“Beg your pardon, miss, but I didn’t promise anything. Now, if you’ll be so good as to watch the horses ...”

The sunburned girl fumed. She felt tricked.

“And I’ll ask you to stay under cover,” Kirby told her. “There’s the danger of stray bullets.”

Rosie drew back her bleeding lips. She looked Kirby straight in the eye. “You bastard. I hope he kills you.”

Kirby returned her stare coldly. “My rifle’s unloaded, in case you’re thinking of doing the job yourself. I took the shells with me.” Then he turned away. “All right, spread out.”

Kirby’s pulse quickened. He wiped his sweaty hand on his trouser leg and loosened the hammer tie on his Smith and Wesson .44 revolver. He positioned the two reluctant cowboys on his left, where he could keep an eye on them. To his right stood George, looking calm. Beyond George, the kid Harry was practically bouncing up and down.

“Get your finger off that damn trigger,” George snapped at Harry, “’fore you get somebody killed.”

Kirby waved the line of men forward. They climbed without hurry, weapons at the port, searching the rocky, wooded landscape above them.

Rosie watched them go. She felt helpless, useless when Swede needed her most. All she could do was step back and yell, “They’re coming, Swede!”

She wanted to add “I love you,” but she would not open her heart in front of these strangers. Then she thought, the hell with them. She had never told a man she loved him before, and there wouldn’t be another chance to let Swede know.

“I love you!” she cried.
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Swede stiffened as Rosie’s cry faded across the hot canyon. She was only making it worse on him.

Below, the posse moved into the sunlight. They were lost to sight for a minute, hidden by a fold in the hillside. Swede thumbed back the hammer of his Winchester.

He heard them—grunting, breathing hard. Boots scraped on rock. There was a scrabble of stones and a muttered oath as somebody fell.

The first one emerged—a black man—bare-chested, dangerous, with a bandaged head. Then came Kirby, stiff and neat and righteous as always. They were taking their time, keeping behind cover. To Kirby’s left, Swede saw a short, older fellow—a cowhand by his dress and his bowlegged distaste for being on foot. Then another cowhand—a young one, with the brim of his hat trimmed just so. Too many for Swede to fight—not successfully, anyway.

Swede rested his rifle across a pine branch, smelling the hot gun grease. He took aim at Kirby, waiting for him to move into the clear. If he could take out Kirby, there was a chance the others might get scared and run away.

Kirby halted behind a screen of rock and greasewood. He was searching the hillside higher up, perhaps giving Swede credit for more strength than actually remained to him. Then Kirby moved into the open space before Swede. Swede got him in the V of his sights. His finger tightened on the trigger.

The sun glanced off something to Swede’s left. He turned and saw a man with a silver-plated rifle working in from the fissure above him.

“Damn,” Swede said under his breath.

The man was very young and wore an Indian feather in his low-crowned hat. He looked ready to use that rifle, though—too damn ready. He had the angle on Swede. If Swede shot Kirby, this kid would have clear aim at him. Swede could try for the kid, but he’d have to move for a good shot, and there was a chance the kid would get him first. His position would be revealed in any case.

“Damn,” Swede said again.

He looked up the hill to the retreat he’d chosen earlier—a gigantic slab of dark granite that had fallen across a smaller, knob-shaped outcropping. There was a triangle of space underneath, just big enough to hold a man. He weighed his chances of making it. He’d have to go now—another second and the kid would see him. He gripped his rifle and leaped up—but his tired legs failed him, and he fell heavily.

Too late now; he was exposed. “There he is!” the kid yelled.

Swede took a deep breath. He steadied himself and got back up, keeping low. “There he is!” the kid cried again.

Swede tottered up the hill. He could no longer feel his feet, and he wondered if that was a good sign. A bullet droned past his ear, but he never heard the shot. Another bullet whined off a nearby rock. He heard shots now but could not tell where they came from.

He seemed to be in the open forever. Then he ducked around the knob of rock and wedged himself into the shady nook. He lay there for a moment, panting. God, he wished he had some water. His throat was so swollen he couldn’t swallow. It felt like he was choking on hot brick.

As he cooled down, he shivered. It was actually chilly in here. The stone was dank and slimy; the sun must never get in.

He looked out. He was protected on three sides, with a commanding view of the hill before him. His main worry was that they’d flank him, but he thought he could prevent that—for a while, anyway.

A bullet kicked up dirt in front of him, and he ducked back instinctively, even though he was safe. It would take a lucky shot to get him in here. This was a good spot to make a stand. It was as good a place to die as any.

 

* * *

 

At the foot of the hill, Rosie listened to the gunfire. She leaned wearily against the rock, head on her forearm, no longer able to cry.
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The posse angled toward Swede’s new position, moving slowly on the wild hillside. Spud got Brazos’s attention and motioned the younger man over to him. Spud was puffing; his chest hurt. This kind of activity had been a lot easier twenty years ago.

He watched Brazos sidle across the hill. Strange how he’d let a raw kid like this get him in so much trouble. He didn’t even know anything about Brazos. Like most cowhands, Brazos kept his past to himself.

Brazos arrived in a slide of stones and pebbles, scraping his expensive boots. The curly-haired boy looked at the end of his patience. His brows were knit. “You think of somethin’ quick, Spud. ’Cause if you don’t—”

“I did,’’ Spud gasped. “I thought up a plan. You and me’ll go up the hill with Kirby. We’ll fire our guns—”

Brazos started to interrupt, but Spud overrode him, “—but not at Swede! We’ll just fire in the air. Kirby won’t be able to prove we ain’t tryin’.”

Spud looked hopeful, but Brazos said, “What good’s that? We won’t be savin’ Swede’s life. We’ll just be makin’ sure it ain’t us that kills him.”

Spud stood angrily. “Damn, Brazos, what do you want? Swede’s dead either way, and I don’t feel like doin’ time in prison for mutiny.”

“I don’t care what you—”

“Hurry up, you two!” Kirby was waving them on.

Spud gave Brazos a grim look. He spit tobacco juice and hobbled up the hill. “You come up with a better idea, you let me know.”

Brazos hesitated, then followed the older man. “I still don’t like it.”

As the members of the posse climbed toward Swede’s position, there was a rifle shot and they dove for cover.

Kirby crouched behind some rock. “That’s one,” he counted to himself, and his breath came in short bursts because he knew the shot had been meant for him. He snatched a look upward and raised his voice. “Does everyone see where he is?”

The men nodded, taking quick drinks from their canteens. Their faces were strained. Their already foul clothes had been blackened by another wave of sweat from the climb.

Young Harry unbuttoned his shirt in the heat. The sun flashed off the little gold crucifix he wore around his neck. Tired though he was, Harry had never felt so good in his life. His pappa would have been proud of him. He, Harry Ferrante, had put to flight one of the West’s most famous outlaws. He was in a hurry to finish the job, so when he saw Kirby looking over the posse, he divined that the grim lawman needed a volunteer. “I’ll do it,” he said eagerly, heedless of the duty.

But Kirby already had his man. “George, see if you can get behind Swede unobserved—up around the right flank there. We’ll pin him down, then you try and move him out of those rocks.”

Harry’s wispy mustache drooped with disappointment. Black George raised his eyebrows but said nothing. To the others, Kirby said, “We’ll keep moving forward, a bit at a time. Force Swede to fire. George, you ready?”

George studied the layout of the hill. He jammed his black hat over his bandaged head. He looked at Kirby and nodded.

“All right,” Kiiby said. “Open fire.” He aimed his pistol at the triangle of space between the rocks and squeezed off the first shot himself. The rest of the men began firing as well. Bullets whined off the granite boulders, while several more kicked up dirt in front of Burdette’s hiding place.

While Burdette was pinned down, George pulled out of line and dashed to his right, toward a large thicket of greasewood. A rolling dive brought him behind the thicket. As the fusillade slackened, he ventured a look up. Burdette was peering from his hiding place, searching to his sides, but George didn’t think he had been seen leaving the line.

Each time the posse’s gunfire made Burdette duck, George moved. It was a slow process. He used rocks, gullies, and brush for cover. He moved on his stomach when he had to. Once Burdette looked right at him, but George willed himself into the landscape, like the Comanches had taught him, and the outlaw saw nothing.

At last George was around the side of Burdette’s position, hidden from the outlaw’s vision by the flat slab of rock. George got his second wind, then stood and moved toward Burdette’s rear. Below, he heard the posse’s desultory firing. He saw the flashes and the gunsmoke, saw them climbing forward one at a time under Kirby’s watchful eye. Then, close at hand, Burdette’s rifle cracked in reply.

George crouched. He moved again, cautiously, careful not to dislodge any stones that might reveal his presence. He worked along the rock line, getting above Burdette and behind him. His steps slowed as he got closer. Then he stopped.

Burdette was just below him, stretched out, looking downhill. His head and shoulders were clearly outlined in the triangle of light, as the gunfire rang about him. Now and then he looked out to his flanks.

George knelt. It would be easy to kill Burdette from here; he had a perfect shot. He’d be doing the outlaw a favor, compared to what awaited him. Better quick like this than the humiliation of prison and a trial, then hanging. He steadied his rifle on a flat rock and drew aim.

He let the rifle down again. He had killed men before, but he would not do it now. Not this way. If he and Burdette had met face to face, it might have been different, but George would not shoot an unsuspecting man in the back. No, he would do only what he had been told—he would shift Burdette out of that rock fort. This was not his fight, anyway. He aimed his Winchester and fired.

The bullet splattered the rock next to Burdette’s head. George saw chips flying. The outlaw scrambled backward out of his position, drawing his pistol. He rose and snapped two shots at George, who ducked.

When George looked again, Burdette was staggering up the hill. George fired a wide shot after him.

Down the hill, the posse blazed away at the exposed target. A puff of dirt appeared at Burdette’s feet, but he vanished behind a bend in the canyon wall.

Kirby stood and reloaded his pistol. He held the shotgun in one hand and the pistol in the other. “Let’s go. Drive him to the base of the cliff.”

Harry and the two cowboys rose behind him. They continued up the hill, slow and unhurried, just like before.
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Twice more Swede was driven from hiding. The process became mechanical. The posse would advance while the black man circled behind Swede, forcing him to fire and retreat.

There was nothing Swede could do to stop the flanking movements. The posse kept him pinned down too well. He was using up all his ammunition just to get away, to buy himself a few more minutes of life.

He was high up the hill now, where there was not much cover. He made for a stand of scrub cedar, stunted and warped by the wind, that seemed to be growing out of the bare rock. The posse opened up on him again. They were terrible shots; it was a miracle he was still alive. Why couldn’t one of the bastards hit him and be done with it?

As if in answer, a ricocheting bullet burned Swede’s thigh, but he kept on up the hill, drawing closer to the cliff that would stop him in the end.

Another shot sounded up above. It was not over yet.

 

* * *

 

Rosie wondered what Swede would look like when they carried him down the hill. She hoped she wouldn’t have to see it. Wearily, she rested her hands on her hips, and she touched one of the wads of money.

She’d forgotten ail about the money. She took one of the stacks from her blouse and flipped through the sweat-stained notes. What good was any of this to her now—she’d lost the only thing she wanted. At the time, she had thought she went back for the money out of instinct; now she realized she’d done it in case they got through, in case they got to Mexico.

She put the money back in her blouse. Then she drank some water. She tried to conjure Swede’s image before her mind’s eye, but already the craggy features were indistinct. He was fading from view, like a man who was already dead.

 

* * *

 

As Burdette hid among the thick cedar, the posse settled to earth in a bowl-shaped hollow ringed with rocks and brush.

“He’s finished,” Harry said, marveling. “He must be.”

Save for his scratched face and the. cut on his forehead, Kirby’s lean, angular figure looked nearly as fresh as when they left Temperance. Kirby said, “He has two bullets left. One more rush should do it. Ready, George?”

Eyes half closed from the heat, the black man demurred. “Not me, Kirby, I been on that flank too long. I’m wore out.”

Kirby turned. The two cowboys sat together, sweating and drinking from their canteens. Spud’s feet looked played out; Brazos was brooding. Kirby knew they had been deliberately firing wide. He said, “All right—Harry, you go.”

The dark-haired boy jumped up with excitement, then hastily resumed cover. “I knew it! I knew I’d be the one to get him!”

Spud sighed at this statement. Brazos looked uneasy.

&quot;I'll get him,” Kirby corrected. “You just flush him out.”

Harry looked at Brazos. He wanted to say something, to say they could still be friends, but the young cowboy turned away from him. Spud reached out and touched Harry’s shoulder. “Watch yourself, son.”

Harry nodded. He moved out on the flank. As the other men took their positions and raised their weapons, Harry started to rise.

“Don’t rush it!” barked Kirby.

Harry dropped back down. He waited till he heard enough gunfire to drive Burdette low, then made a good rush to get behind a hummock of earth.

There was a lull in the firing, but Harry couldn’t contain himself. Before the others were ready to start again, he left cover and began advancing up the hill. He was bent low, finger around the trigger guard of his father’s rifle, ready to fire. He forgot about the flank and headed straight for the cedars. The footing was rougher than he expected, and he slipped on a patch of bare rock.

Something smashed through his collarbone, knocking him head over heels back down the hill. He finished in a clump of boulders, unseen by the rest of the posse.

“Harry!” Kirby shouted.

“Harry!” shouted Brazos.

Behind the rocks, Harry was hatless, gasping for breath. He felt numb. He smelled hot dust and his own blood. Gritting his teeth, he raised himself to a sitting position. He touched his shattered shoulder and almost passed out from the pain. He’d never even heard the shot that got him.

“Harry!” Kirby shouted again.

Harry was scared. He was hurt bad, and he knew it. He had a feeling—a gut instinct—that he was not going to pull through. Madonna Santa
 , had never thought it would be like this. He had never imagined such pain—the same pain he had been trying to inflict on someone else with such misplaced idealism. He remembered how eager he’d been to shoot Swede Burdette, and a wave of bitter shame washed over him. He prayed to God that he would not die. He could picture his mother’s face when she heard the news.

“Harry, are you all right?”

“I’m fine, Mr. Kirby!” Harry spoke through clenched jaws, trying not to shame himself further by crying out.

“Where are you hit?”

“In the shoulder. It’s—it’s nothing.” Harry’s voice quavered. “I’m out of the fight, Mr. Kirby. I’m sorry.”

“That’s all right, boy,” Kirby called. “Just stay there. Don’t move. We’ll get someone to you as soon as we can.”

With excruciating pain, Harry eased his canteen around his shoulder and took a drink. He did not see his father’s silver-plated rifle anywhere.

On the other side of the rocks, Kirby looked at his remaining three men. “That shot that got Harry was number eight. He has one left.” There was a strange light in Kirby’s eyes. “Let’s make him use it.”

With that, Kirby rose and started for the stand of cedar. He walked slowly, shotgun in his left hand, pistol in his right. His thoughts were on Swede and on this moment of personal triumph. He didn’t realize that no one was following him.

With about fifty yards to go, Kirby reached a point of ground roughly level with the cedars. Summoning a burst of strength, he ran forward, firing his pistol into the trees where he thought Swede would be. He saw a flash of pale face against the green. He turned, but Swede’s pistol fired first and Kirby flung himself to the ground.

After a second, Kirby picked himself up. Swede had missed. Kirby let out his breath. What had he been thinking of, to get carried away and try a stupid play like that? He’d never done anything like that in his life. He didn’t want to get killed on his last chase.

He stood upright and brushed himself off. Smiling, he hefted the shotgun and walked toward the trees.

“Got you,” he said.
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“Here’s some blood,” said Black George, examining the ground. “He’s hit.”

They were standing by Swede’s last position, a depression in the rock, a natural trench. The late afternoon breeze sighed through the stunted cedars. While Kirby had been on the ground, the others had seen Swede leave the cedars and stagger around another bend in the canyon wall.

“He sure don’t give up easy,” Spud said.

Kirby said, “Brazos, go back to your friend Harry.”

The young cowboy looked torn between two desires. Then he hardened. “No. I’m coming with you.”

Kirby’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing. He turned and followed Swede’s path into the next part of the canyon. The others plodded after. It was not far to the cliff base now. Just above them, a rocky plateau jutted out from the hillside.

“There he is,” Kirby said.

Swede was climbing a dry streambed up the side of the plateau. He moved slowly, done in. Reaching the top, he paused and looked back, his tall figure caught in the sunlight. He waved his hat at them, then disappeared.

“Come on,” Kirby said.

The plateau was accessible only by the dry streambed. Brazos kept close to Kirby, who forced a relentless pace on the steep incline. George came after, followed by Spud, puffing on his bowed legs.

At the top, the streambed turned and cut through a rock wall. Beyond this barrier, Kirby and his men saw a wild, tangled area, with boulders and fallen trees everywhere. They also saw buildings—a cabin, a shed, and a corral—tumble-down structures, gray with weather and age.

“Miners’ camp,” George said.

Spud came up, stepping gingerly because his feet were sore. “Must have been silver here’bouts,” he wheezed. “Wonder why they left?”

The braided scout shrugged. “Maybe the ore gave out. Maybe there wasn’t enough water. Maybe Indians drove ’em out.”

Kirby put down the shotgun. He broke open his Smith and Wesson, ejected the spent shells, and began reloading. “No sense wasting time.”

Brazos had been watching Kirby intently. Now he stepped between the rocks, blocking the way onto the plateau. He held his rifle ready. “No,” he said.

Kirby slid another shell into the pistol chamber. “No, what?”

Before Brazos could say anything, Spud stepped between the two men. Spud’s bright blue eyes looked at Kirby. “No, we ain’t goin’ with you. We’ve had enough.”

When Kirby answered, his voice was very low. “You’re talking the crime of mutiny.”

“We don’t care,” Brazos said.

“We don’t care what it costs us, neither,” Spud added, fingering his rifle nervously. “I shot a man for you once; I won’t do it again.”

Kirby turned. “George, you in on this?”

The black man raised his eyebrows. He took a step backward, in case there was shooting. “Sorry, Kirby.”

“No need to be sorry,” Kirby said. He snapped the revolver shut and put the weapon in its holster. “It was never my intention to take you men in there with me. I do my own dirty work.”

Brazos was insistent. “You don’t understand, Kirby—you ain’t goin’ in neither.”

Spud turned to Brazos. “Now, wait a minute—”

“Shut up! I said you ain’t goin’ in there, Kirby.”

Brazos cocked the hammer of his rifle. George and Spud scrambled out of the way.

Kirby stood straight, his gun hand loose at his side. “You going to stop me?”

“I reckon I am,” Brazos said. The curly-haired cowboy steadied himself. “Make your move.”

Slowly, deliberately, Kirby walked toward Brazos. The cowboy raised his rifle. “Go for it, Kirby!”

Kirby kept coming.

“I’m warning you!&quot; Brazos said, squinting down the sights. Kirby walked right up to Brazos and stopped. The boy swallowed and reinforced his grip on the rifle. He was not prepared for this. He did not know what to do.

Kirby yanked the rifle from the boy’s hands. Stunned and helpless, Brazos backed away, all the fight drained out of him. Kirby raised the back of his hand and Brazos cringed.

Kirby lowered his hand. He shoved the rifle back to the surprised Brazos. Then he grabbed the young cowboy by the shirt and half pushed, half threw him down the hill. “Now, get back there and help Harry.”

As Brazos stumbled away, Kirby turned to the others. “You two stay here. Don’t come after me unless you hear shots.”

Spud leaned wearily against a rock. He bit a fresh chew of tobacco, regarding Kirby with distaste. “This is what you wanted all along, ain’t it, Kirby?”

Kirby did not answer.

“You’re settin’ yourself up to be judge and executioner for Swede, just like you done with all them others. You ain’t killin’ Swede ’cause he broke the law—you’re killin’ him ’cause it’s good for your reputation. You go preachin’ the holiness of the law, but you break the law quick enough when it suits your purpose. You’re breakin’ it right now.”

Kirby was unmoved. “My job is to rid this state of criminals, and that’s what I’m doing. If you have any complaints, write the governor. Others have.&quot;

Kirby picked up the shotgun. He looked at George and nodded.

George nodded in reply. “Take care, Kirby.”

Kirby turned away. George and Spud rested, not wanting to watch the final act of the drama, while Kirby followed the dry streambed through the boulders and came out onto the plateau proper. His eyes scanned the ground all the way to the cliff base, taking in trees and rocks and dusty clumps of creosote, but he saw no sign of human life. He cocked the shotgun hammers and walked toward the abandoned miners’ camp.

He moved slowly. It was very quiet, and the thud of his boots rang hollow in his ears. He felt a wrenching tightness in the pit of his stomach. His mouth was dry.

He remembered the last time he had seen Swede, nine years ago. Kirby had been living in Austin, where he’d just joined the State Constabulary. He’d been raking the tiny yard of his house when Swede rode up on his new horse. Dancer. Sarah was hanging out the wash; she was in the early bloom of her second pregnancy.

Swede hadn’t dismounted. “Don’t have the time,” he told them. His face wore its usual grin, but it was set and artificial. “I just wanted to say good-bye. I’m on my way to Fort Worth, to see a fella named Bailey.”

Kirby knew about Swede’s parents. He tried to dissuade his friend from taking revenge, but Swede wouldn’t hear it. “They’ve took everything from me, John—my folks, my land, my whole life. It’s the outlaw trail for me—and luck to them that tries to catch me.”

“I have something I’ve been keeping for you,” Kirby said. He went in the house and brought out Swede’s old Army .44. “When we were captured, I told them it was my personal sidearm. As an officer, they let me take it home when I was released from Camp Douglas.”

Swede took the revolver, nodding his thanks. Then he grinned. “And I got something for you—even had it wrapped.” He took a package from his saddlebag and handed it to Kirby. “Been carrying this around for twenty years.”

It was a book. Kirby did not have to unwrap it to know what it was—dog-eared and battered and written in—the New Texas State Primer.

Swede laughed, spurred Dancer and rode away. Kirby remembered Sarah watching him go. She was quiet and fearful, shading her eyes with her hand. Behind her, the wash billowed stiffly in the prairie wind. . . .

* * *

 

Kirby stopped. Up close, the old camp was in even worse shape than it looked at a distance. “Swede?”

There was no answer.

Kirby braced himself and continued on. He passed a collapsed sluice and a waterwheel. He searched the broken corral, but Swede was not hiding there. He moved on to the shed.

The shed was deep and dark, cluttered with rubbish and rotting wood. Kirby leveled the shotgun and eased himself inside. It was empty. Kirby stepped back out and looked toward the cabin. That was where Swede must be.

Kirby started forward. The cabin was surrounded by rank-smelling weeds. Its roof was caved in; the door, which faced the cliff, was half off. Planks had fallen from the rough walls. Kirby stepped carefully to avoid the rusting tin cans that littered the yard.

He climbed the low step. Inside, he saw gloom pierced by brilliant shafts of sunlight; He wrenched the squealing door off its last hinge and stepped into the cabin. “All right, Swede—”

From the comer came a clang. Kirby whirled in a crouch, teeth drawn, ready to blast Swede to kingdom come.

He saw a metal bucket rolling beside a stool. To the bucket’s handle was attached a trip rope that ran across the doorway. The cabin was otherwise empty, save for a wooden table and a bench and a rusted metal stove.

Kirby relaxed involuntarily, even as he knew that he shouldn’t.

Behind him a gun hammer clicked, and Swede said, “Wrong way, Schoolmaster.”
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Kirby stiffened.

“You always was too eager, John. Drop that scattergun and turn around slow.”

Kirby turned, but he did not drop the gun. Swede was standing in the cabin doorway, his cocked revolver pointed at Kirby’s head.

“That was a nice trick with the bucket, Swede.”

“Thanks.”

Kirby thought it amazing that Swede was still on his feet. The big outlaw was gaunt, unshaven, and filthy, with a huge purple lump on his forehead. His clothes were torn and covered with blood. More blood dripped down his shirt from a lacerated ear. He was barely able to keep his eyes open.

“Been a long time,” Swede rasped.

Kirby’s finger curled on the triggers of the cocked shotgun. He was almost gloating. “Not long enough for you. Swede.”

The two men faced each other in the musty old cabin. Neither man moved.

Then Swede gave Kirby his easy grin and lowered the hammer of his .45. He twirled the weapon and presented it, butt first, to Kirby. “You win.”

Kirby reached out and took the pistol. “The rifle, too.”

Swede handed over the empty Winchester. Tilting his hat back, he leaned against the doorway for support. “Bein’ a Ranger must not set well with you, John, you’ve lost your sense of humor. Mind if I have a drink?”

Carefully, Kirby slipped the canteen from his shoulder and passed it to Swede. The outlaw took a long drink, then returned the canteen. “Thanks. You were pretty sure of yourself just now.”

Kirby couldn’t resist a smile. “I knew you were out of shells.”

Swede looked into Kirby’s eyes. “Was I?”

Kirby’s smiled cracked. He stepped back, bracing one foot on the bench. He steadied the shotgun across his knee to cover Swede. He rotated the .45’s cylinder to the right and pushed the ejector rod.

A bullet fell into his hand.

Kirby turned pale. Now it was Swede who couldn’t resist a smile. &quot;I keep an extra in my hat. Case of emergency.”

Kirby stared at the brass-sheathed bullet. For once in his life, he was taken aback. “I—I wouldn’t have expected you to do this, Swede. You could have killed me and taken my weapons. You could have fought on. You probably would have gotten away. I doubt my men would do much to stop you.”

Swede shrugged. “Call it a moment of weakness.” Then he grinned. “I couldn’t shoot you, John—we was friends once. Hell, I’m godfather to your daughter.”

Kirby seemed to be staring through a fog. He struggled to maintain himself upright. Swede had paid a staggering price for friendship. Kirby felt his life’s values collapsing around him. For the first time, he wondered which of them was the better man, which the greater sinner.

“How’s Rosie?” Swede asked.

Kirby came out of it, slipping the bullet into his vest. “She’s well.”

Swede seemed satisfied with the answer. Kirby said, “That was a fine thing you did with her, Swede. You would have made it if you hadn’t taken her with you.”

“You didn’t come here to make no saint of me, John. Let’s get on with it.”

But Kirby was not ready. His eyes narrowed. “Why’d you do it, Swede?”

“Take the girl?” Swede joked.

“Go bad.”

Swede didn’t want to talk about it. “I did what I had to do. Just like you’re doin’ now.”

Kirby hesitated. He remembered Swede’s reassuring grin at Chattanooga, when the rear guard was nearly overwhelmed by the Black Hat Minnesota Brigade. He remembered long cold nights and mess fires together, when he and Swede had talked of their lives and their dreams. He remembered back even further, to the tall boy who’d taken him camping on the Guadalupe River.


What have I become?


Kirby squared his shoulders, steeling himself for what he had to do. He smiled thinly. “Swede, I’m going to break the law. I’m not putting the cuffs on you.”

Swede stood straighter. Kirby went on. “Not even when your girl is alone with the horses. Not even when I saw a cleft in the rocks, out behind the waterwheel, that would take you off this plateau away from my deputies.”

Swede caught his breath. Then he smiled. “A lot of talk, Schoolmaster—just to make it look like I was running away.”

“Out the door,” Kirby ordered. He motioned with the shotgun.

“No, do it here. I’m too tired to go any further. Tell ’em I jumped you.”

“All right.” Kirby leveled the shotgun and stepped forward. Suddenly Kirby grimaced and grabbed his right leg.

“What’s the matter?” Swede asked.

Kirby hopped on one foot, in obvious pain. “A nail came through my boot.” Covering Swede with the shotgun, he limped to the trestle table. “Stay right there.”

Swede raised his hands.

Kirby leaned the shotgun carefully against the table. He turned his back to Swede and sat on the rickety bench. “These Yankee boots never were any good,” he said. He tugged at the boot, speaking over his shoulder. “Don’t you get any ideas about running way, Swede—do you hear me? Don’t do anything to—”

“Thanks,” Swede said, and his feet scuffed in the doorway.

“—to destroy my faith in you. I wouldn’t want that.” Kirby paused. He permitted himself a chuckle at his little joke. “No, I certainly wouldn’t want that.” He stamped the boot back onto his foot and looked around.

The doorway was empty.

Kirby sat for a long minute, then sighed and rose. He walked slowly, with no evidence of pain, to the cobwebbed window. He sat on the sill, gazing at the empty, sunburned plateau and the shadows of late afternoon.

From his vest he drew a cheroot. He bit off the end and lit it, drawing deeply, savoring the taste. “I suppose I’m a fool,” he said to himself. “But I’ve been a fool before. Maybe I’ve been a fool all my life.”

He remained in that position for some time, smoking the cheroot and contemplating the ruins of his career. He felt uncommonly relaxed.

At the bottom of the hill, Swede and Rosie rode away, toward Mexico.

 



THE END
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Chapter 1

 

 

The average life expectancy for a marshal in Topaz, Arizona, was three weeks. Jack Ryan was not that lucky. He was killed after nine days on the job, shot in the back by a drunk who was trying to see if his pistol worked.

They buried Ryan on Boot Hill. There were few mourners. The late marshal had no relatives in Topaz, and he hadn’t been around long enough to make friends. Most of the town’s inhabitants didn’t even know his name.

The members of Topaz’s town council did not attend the funeral. They gathered gloomily in the upstairs office of Thomas Price’s General Merchandise store. Price’s store had been one of the first buildings in Topaz. It was one of the town’s few frame structures, and it held a favored spot, just over the bridge on Tucson Street, shaded by the cottonwoods that lined the banks of the San Marcos River, in whose bend Topaz lay.

Wearing shirtsleeves on this searing mid-July afternoon, the five men poured drinks from the decanters on Price’s sideboard. “Pity about Ryan,” said Cruickshank the banker, in his soft Scots burr. “I’d hoped he might last longer than the others.”

Amos Saxon, the fork-bearded, bespectacled justice of the peace, was philosophical. “He forgot to watch his back, that’s all.”

“What are we going to do for a marshal now?” Cruickshank asked.

Tom Price, who was also Topaz’s mayor, shook his head.  “I've offered the job to a number of people, but nobody’s interested. Nobody even wants to talk about it.”

“Why should they?” said Peter McCarty, one-armed editor of the Topaz Trophy. “Not many people enjoy committing suicide.”

Miles Dunleavy, the town’s leading attorney, sipped his whiskey. His thick hair pomade was melting in the heat and dripping down his temples. “What about Johnny Evitts?”

“Evitts wants the job, all right,” Price said, “but he’s too young. This job calls for a man, not a boy. I told him he could stay on as deputy, but that we wouldn’t promote him.”

McCarty perched himself on the edge of Price’s desk and laughed. “Maybe you should make Wes Hopkins marshal. He runs the town anyway.”

The others failed to see the humor in the newspaperman’s remark. Mayor Price edged away from the open window, wrinkling his nose at the smells that wafted through it—from the town’s many privies and the animal manure heaped in the streets, from the mounds of garbage and rotting animal carcasses, from the stamping mill downriver. As long as Price had been at Topaz, he hadn’t gotten used to the stench.

Price turned back to the others. He was a dapper man with an imperial moustache and goatee in the French fashion. Sweat stains spread across his starched white shirt. He disliked going without a coat, because it revealed the weight he’d gained in recent years. “Someone’s got to take the job,” he said. “Charity’s afraid to let the children play outside, for fear they’ll be hit by stray bullets.”

“You’re the mayor,” McCarty reminded him. “You promised to clean up this town if you were elected.”

“I don’t see how I could have done more than I have. God knows, I’ve tried everything. There has to be more vigorous law enforcement, that’s all. If we’re ever to make Topaz a decent place to live—”

He was about to launch into an impromptu oration when the outside door opened, and a man stood highlighted in the harsh glare of the sun.

The man was about six feet tall and sturdily built—or he seemed to be, it was hard to tell. A beard like a creosote bush spread across his chest. His clothing was mostly patches, and his ragged hat was held together with rabbit skin, with only a bit of the original felt still visible. One of his boots was missing a heel; the sole of the other flopped open, revealing a toeless sock. He smelled even worse than the street, if that was possible. His pale blue eyes swept the room as he stepped inside. “I’m looking for Mayor Price,” he drawled.

“I’m Mayor Price,” the merchant snapped, “and we’re in the middle of an important—”

“I hear you need a marshal.”

Price stopped. The council members stared at one another. “Are you applying for the position?” Judge Saxon asked.

“That’s right,” the man said. “Name’s Clay Chandler.”

Mayor Price cleared his throat. “And why do you want the job?”

“Money, mainly—I don’t have any. I was just up at the mine, but they ain’t hiring.”

“Have you done police work before?” Dunleavy asked.

“Nope,” Chandler said.

“What makes you think you’re qualified, then? Can you use a gun?”

“Some.”

“And men—can you handle them?”

“I commanded an infantry company in the war.”

“Union or rebel?” asked the mayor, who gloried in his own war record.

“Confederate,” Chandler replied, using the proper term. “Twenty-seventh Georgia.”

“A rebel officer,” Price mused. “You must be a man of education.”

“Not really. I started as a private.”

Price lifted an eyebrow. “That’s unusual. It’s my understanding that, unlike our own glorious Federal forces, the rebels rarely commissioned men from the ranks.”

“I didn’t come here to refight the war,” Chandler told him. “Is the job open or not?”

Dunleavy, the pomaded attorney, snorted. “Oh, it’s open all right. Fact is, you’re the only one who’s applied.”

Cruickshank said, “The war ended seven years ago. What have you done since then, Mister. . . Chandler, was it?”

Chandler shrugged. “Freighting, mining, railroad work— a little of this, a little of that. ”

“Drifting, in other words?”

“That’s as good a term for it as any. Lately I been prospecting out on the desert.”

Peter McCarty took in Chandler’s appearance, and his green eyes twinkled. “Bad luck you were having, was it?”

“No luck’s closer to the truth,” Chandler admitted. To Price he said, “How much does this marshal’s job pay?”

“We are prepared to offer the successful candidate one hundred and fifty dollars a month,” the mayor replied, “plus ten percent of the fines he brings in. Is that acceptable to you?”

“I ain’t exactly in a position to bargain.”

Price went on. “I’ll leave you under no illusions, Mr. Chandler. The job is dangerous. Of the last seven men to hold it, four are buried on Boot Hill, one disappeared, and two were forced to resign because of wounds suffered on the job.”

Chandler said nothing. His expression—what was visible of it behind his bushy beard—did not change.

Price said, “We have a volatile mix here—miners, cattlemen, outcasts, and outlaws from all over the country. Topaz may not have its man for breakfast—that is journalistic puffery—but we have killings, robberies, and mayhem of every description. The eastern papers are calling us the toughest town in the West.” He paused. “Do you still want the job?”

“That’s why I’m here.”

Price harrumphed. “Exactly. Would you, er, mind waiting outside for a moment?”

Chandler strode through the door onto the outside landing, while the council members poured more drinks. “I’m against hiring a rebel,” Mayor Price told them. “As you know, I’m a Radical Reconstructionist. I don’t agree with ex-rebels holding positions of civic trust.”

One-armed Peter McCarty was of a different opinion. “I think he’ll do. There’s something about that fellow I like.”

“Besides,” Dunleavy said, “what choice do we have?”

The banker Cruickshank added, “And if we don’t like him—well, he’s not likely to be around long, is he?”

“Then we’ll be right back where we started,” complained Saxon.

“Time enough to worry about that when it happens,” Cruickshank told him. “It’s not as though we haven’t been in this position before. ”

Price gave in reluctantly. “You’re all in agreement, then?”

The others nodded, and Price opened the office door. “Mr. Chandler?”

As Chandler walked back in, Price opened his desk drawer and drew out a dented shield on which was embossed the word “Police.” With his thumbnail he scraped a drop of dried blood from the shield, then he handed it to Clay. “Congratulations, Marshal. ” He reached in the drawer again. “Here’s the key to your office. You’ll find it just down Tucson Street. Mr. Evitts, your deputy, is there. He’ll fill you in about the town.” Forcing himself to be polite, he indicated the well-stocked sideboard. “Have a drink.”

Chandler examined the dented shield. “Looks like a bullet crease,” he said.

“That happened during the tenure of your predecessor,” Dunleavy, the lawyer, explained.

Chandler pursed his lips. Then he said, “Think I could get an advance on my pay? I’d like to get cleaned up, buy some new clothes, maybe even get myself a meal. I haven’t eaten in two days.”

Price’s gray frock coat was on a hanger. He reached inside, drew out some bills, and handed Chandler twenty dollars. “Will that suffice?”

Chandler nodded. “One thing more. I don’t have any guns. Sold mine for food.”

“The late Marshal Ryan’s pistol and rifle are in his—in your—office, along with the rest of his effects. We didn’t know what to do with them.”

Chandler poured himself a small glass of whiskey. He sipped it, then said, “Thanks for the job, gents. If you need me, I guess you know where to find me. I’ll get to work now.” He turned and strolled out the door.

When he was gone, the council members looked at one another. “What do you think of that?” Cruickshank said.

Judge Saxon stroked his forked beard—he had grown it to hide a receding chin. “Strange fellow,” he remarked.

“Touchy,” Dunleavy added.

“Bitter, too. Problems in his past, I’d say.”

“Did you see his face when we told him what happened to the others?” Cruickshank asked. “He acted like he didn’t even care.”

“Maybe he has a death wish,” Dunleavy said.

“If he has, he’s come to the right place,” McCarty cracked. To Price he said, “You didn’t even mention Wes Hopkins and his brothers.”

“I saw no need to make things more complicated than they are. Anyway, Wes is in Mexico right now.”

“By the time he gets back, we’ll probably have another marshal,” Dunleavy said. “Fifty dollars says this one doesn’t last seven days.”

“I’ll go you one better,” Saxon told him. “I’ll bet he doesn’t last three.” He looked at Price. “What’s wrong, Tom?”

The usually upbeat mayor was frowning. “I don’t know. Like Pete said, there’s something about that fellow. I’m afraid he may turn out to be more trouble than he’s worth.”

 






Chapter 2

 

Clay Chandler left Brandau’s A-l Restaurant, cleaning his teeth with a toothpick and feeling refreshed after a meal of steak, eggs, fried onions, and bread, washed down by a quart of coffee. Clay had bathed, had his hair cut, and been shaved, save for his moustache. He wore new clothes. The late Jack Ryan’s Colt .44 hung on his hip, and in his left arm was cradled a sawed-off ten-gauge shotgun. He’d been in enough frontier towns to know that buckshot was a marshal’s best friend.

It was early evening. The fierce heat of the day was beginning to dissipate. Clay started down Tucson Street, feeling self-conscious with the dented shield pinned to the breast of his flannel shirt. He had little idea of what he was expected to do in his new job. He’d never wanted to be a lawman, but he had to eat, and this was the only work he could get. He’d been forced to give up prospecting when Apaches stole his mule and supplies in the Verdugo Mountains. Not that it made a difference—he’d never found a glimmer of precious metal. He’d been a failure at prospecting just as he’d been a failure at everything else he’d tried since the war. He’d likely be a failure at marshaling as well. The only difference was, failure in this profession was likely to mean death.

Clay didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything anymore.

He kept to the plank sidewalk, avoiding the crowded street, which was a glutinous mire of manure and animal urine. Most of the town’s buildings were constructed of adobe, with striped awnings out front. There were few of the false-fronted frame structures so common in Kansas and Missouri. The evening air was redolent with cooking beans and beef and com. The crack of bullwhips alternated with the cursing of teamsters, the tinkling of pianos, the strumming of guitars. A layer of dust hung in the air, coating everything and painting a haze across the sun.

Men noticed Clay as he passed. “You the new marshal?” asked a merchant pleasantly, sweeping the walk in front of his store.

“That’s right,” Clay replied.

“I’d inquire as to your name, but it ain’t likely you’ll be around long enough for it to matter. ”

“Thanks,” Clay said, moving on.

“Marshal Chandler! Is that you?”

Clay turned. The speaker was the one-armed fellow Clay had seen in Mayor Price’s office. He now wore a top hat and dark coat, and he held out his good hand. “I’m Peter McCarty, editor of the Topaz Trophy
 . I’m afraid we didn’t have time for introductions earlier.”

Clay shook McCarty’s hand, which was strong and callused. McCarty, an active, broad-shouldered man despite his handicap, grinned and shook his head. “Faith, but you don’t look like the same fellow I saw a while back.”

Clay made a noncommittal gesture.

“Mind if I walk with you?” McCarty asked.

“It’s a free country,” Clay told him.

McCarty waved his hand at the raucous scene around them. “What do you think of our little community? It’s hard to believe, but fifteen months ago, there was nothing here but cactus and alkali flats. Then a Dutchman named Gruber—a prospector like yourself—found silver. And now look. Eight hundred people, and growing all the time.”

“This Gruber,” Clay said, “does he own the mine?”

“No. He sold it for a hundred dollars and five gallons of whiskey. Not long after that, he got shot.” McCarty went on, “You know, we’re glad to have you here, and that’s a feet, but it’s a bit unusual to have an ex-Reb ... ex- Confederate in a position of authority. Most of our influential citizens served with the Union forces. I was with the Fifth New York myself, a sergeant, till I was mustered out.”

“That where you got the arm?” Clay asked.

McCarty glanced at his pinned-up left sleeve and nodded. “I lost it at Spottsylvania. I wanted to save the arm—you know, keep it for a memento—but they wouldn’t let me. I doubt they could have found the right one, anyway—there was a bloody great pile of the things outside the field hospital where I was treated. No telling which was mine. But enough about me. My readers would like to know a bit about yourself.”

“There isn’t much to know.”

“You said you were from Georgia?”

“That’s right.”

“You have family there?”

“Not anymore.”

“Meaning . . . ?”

“They’re dead,” Clay said.

“Oh,” McCarty said. “I—I'm . .

“Sorry? Yeah, so am I.”

“What did you do before the war?”

“We were farmers,” Clay said.

“Then I guess after the war you sold your—was it a plantation?”

Clay’s jaw muscles tightened. “It wasn’t a plantation. It was forty acres of red clay that never grew a crop worth a tinker’s damn, and when I came home, it had been given to some free slave.”

McCarty cleared his throat. “So you have no wife or—”

“No. No wife, no children, no dog. There’s just me. Now, is there anything else you want to know?”

They had stopped. McCarty said, “I guess not. Look here, I apologize if I—”

“Forget it,” Clay said.

Clay and McCarty had reached the edge of town. The buildings were newer here; many were tents or ramshackle affairs of canvas and wood. Just beyond was a series of irregularly shaped dunes that on closer inspection turned out to be trash heaps, followed by a cactus- and scrub-covered plain that led up to the hills where the big silver mine lay.

To the left, Clay saw a slight rise dotted with wooden crosses and headboards leaning at all angles. “Boot Hill,” McCarty explained. “We don’t have a regular cemetery yet. We don’t need one—there’s not many here that die from natural causes.” A group of men were moving around the burial place with shovels, and McCarty said, “They’re planting somebody now.”

Clay looked closer. “No, they’re not. They’re digging somebody up. I don’t know much about the law, but I know that ain’t right.”

Clay started across the sandy waste toward Boot Hill, with the news hawk McCarty a step behind. They climbed the rise to find four young men opening a grave. The men were passing a whiskey bottle as they worked. One of them looked up as Clay and McCarty approached. He pushed his neighbor’s shoulder. “Cyrus.”

Cyrus looked up, too. He saw the shield on Clay’s chest and he straightened. “You the marshal?”

“That’s right,” Clay replied affably. “What’re you boys up to?”

Cyrus leaned on his shovel, wiping his sweaty brow. “Ol’ Billy Ray Jackson—this here’s his grave—it’s his birthday today. He got hisself shot two days back, and me and the boys allowed as how a man shouldn’t go without a drink on his birthday.”

“So we’re fixin’ to give him one,” Cyrus’s companion added.

“He’d of done the same for us,” a third chimed in.

“It’s all right, ain’t it?” Cyrus asked Clay.

“Well ...” Clay didn’t know what to say.

Cyrus went on. “Ol’ Billy Ray, he sure liked a drink.”

Clay glanced at the amused McCarty. “Go ahead,” he told the men uncertainly.

“Thankee, Marshal. Thankee for sure.”

The men shoveled more dirt out of the grave, revealing a cheap wooden casket and unleashing a noticeable aroma. “Lift ’er up,” Cyrus told his friends. “Careful now.”

The men heaved the casket onto the lip of the grave. “How’d ol’ Billy Ray get shot?” Clay asked.

“Stagecoach guard done it,” Cyrus replied.

Clay was surprised. “He was trying to hold up the stage?”

 Cyrus looked embarrassed. “Sort of.”

“Were you boys helping him?”

“Well, yes, we was,” one of the other men admitted.

“It wasn’t our fault,” the third swore, “we was drunk.”

With their knives, Cyrus and his friends pried off the casket’s lid. They opened the shroud, revealing a peaceful- looking young man with his hands crossed on his chest. The smell grew worse.

While his companions removed their hats, Cyrus took the whiskey bottle and poured a substantial amount down the dead man’s open mouth. “Happy birthday, partner,” he said. “Happy birthday,” the other three chorused,

To Clay, McCarty muttered, “We told you this was a tough town.”

The four outlaws stood misty-eyed beside the grave. Cyrus offered the bottle to Clay. “How ’bout you, Marshal? Want a drink?”

The thought of drinking from a bottle that had just been in a dead man’s mouth did not appeal to Clay. He was about to decline the offer when there was a commotion behind him. He turned to see a roughly garbed man hurrying toward the cemetery. “Somebody said that new marshal was up here,” the man panted.

Clay stepped forward. “I’m Marshal Chandler.”

“Better come along, Marshal. There’s trouble at Tom Anderson’s Place.”

 

 

 

 

* * *

 

 

If you like what you’ve read so far, keep reading! The Lawmen
 is available for purchase HERE
 .
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