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To Mom – the most beautiful

butterfly ever. Looking

forward to our next duet.
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Yes, my soul, find rest in God;

   my hope comes from him.

Truly he is my rock and my salvation;

   he is my fortress, I will not be shaken.

Psalm 62:5-6

 




 



 Chapter 1

Cincinnati, Ohio

July 15, 1863

 


“Gunshot wound!”

Hannah sighed at the tense sound of her
husband’s voice filtering down the hall from the parlor to the
kitchen. Though she clearly heard the urgency in Drew’s tone, she
took a moment to remove the half-baked biscuits from the heavy iron
stove, lest they burn before she returned. This would be the third
batch of baked goods she would toss this week so she could assist
Drew in the surgery with one medical emergency or another.

Biting back a second frustrated sigh, she
removed her cooking apron to don a fresh one. Tying the apron
strings around her back, she entered the chaos of Drew’s surgery
room. The heavy shuffling of feet echoed in the small room as four
men grunted under the weight of the injured man. The acrid smell of
blood hit Hannah full force. She recalled the days when the odor
and sight of blood caused her stomach to roil. Nearly two years
working by Drew’s side cured her of some of that sensitivity. Heart
pounding rapidly, she prepared the ether cone, anticipating the
forthcoming request.

“Get him on the table.” Drew calmly
instructed the men carrying the wounded bank manager, Mr. Davis. As
he turned to face her, his tone remained steady, “Hannah, I need
the ether now.”

Hannah’s breath caught in her throat as she
looked into Mr. Davis’s panicked eyes—her earlier frustration
vanished. Whispering words of comfort, she placed the cone over his
nose and mouth, silently counting out the seconds. Around the third
second, his thrashing stopped and his body relaxed into an
unconscious state. She let out a shaky breath, relieved by the
sight.

Drew’s lanky form bent over Mr. Davis’s left
leg as he intently studied the blood soaked trousers. Hannah
offered Drew scissors and he cut the pant leg to better see the
wound. The bullet was lodged in Mr. Davis’s thigh. He placed a
tourniquet above the gaping hole to stop the flow of blood. Hannah
mopped up what she could with rags silently praying for their
patient and for her husband’s skill. As he requested the small
forceps, she handed them over. Watching, she could not help but
admire his steady hand and careful movements as he removed the
bullet with the forceps. Gently he removed the bullet.

As she administered another dose of ether,
Drew threaded a needle with his long slender fingers, seemingly
unaffected by the gravity of his task. He doused the wound to clean
it before starting slow deliberate strokes with the needle to
stitch the hole shut. His concentration was so intense that he
barely noticed her dabbing the sweat from his forehead. Once he
finished with the stitches, he wrapped the leg in bandages before
checking for other signs of injury.

“I don’t see any other wounds,” Drew said
meeting her gaze as he washed the blood from his hands. His
expression remained unreadable. “Please sit with him for a minute
while I speak with the men who brought him in.”

As Hannah pulled up a chair next to Mr.
Davis’s still form, she caught most of the conversation playing out
in the parlor, though slightly muffled from the distance.

“Bank robbery,” one of the men replied in
response to Drew’s query.

Gasps echoed in the small parlor that served
as a waiting area for patients, followed by the hiss of rapid
whispering. Hannah, knowing who was scheduled for appointments,
imagined their shocked faces at the unexpected announcement.

“Will you let Mr. Davis’s wife know he is
here and resting comfortably?” Drew requested.

The men replied affirmatively before the
sound of their feet faded behind the closed front door.

“Bank robbery,” Hannah muttered, surprised
someone attempted such in the middle of the day in their peaceful
town. She chided herself for thinking of Cincinnati as a town. With
the large number of German immigrants arriving daily to work in the
meat packing factories, her childhood home was quickly becoming a
large city.

She checked Mr. Davis’s pulse again which
returned to normal. The faint smell of ether hung in the air,
intermingled with blood, causing her to take shallow breaths. Drew
returned to the room with a deep frown on his face, obviously
concerned by the news. As he listened to Mr. Davis’s breathing, she
started cleaning and sanitizing the room and instruments, trying to
hold her emotions at bay just a little longer.

As soon as she finished mopping up the trail
of blood from the parlor to the surgery room, she jumped at the
sound of the front door bursting open again.

“Phillip!” called out Mrs. Davis as she ran
into the room. “Oh, Phillip!”

The frail woman gasped at the sight of her
pale husband sleeping. Hannah breathed a sigh of relief that she
completed the cleaning before Mrs. Davis arrived, fearful for the
woman’s constitution. Glancing down at her blood splattered apron,
she hoped to go unnoticed, certain the sight would send Mrs. Davis
into a fit of apoplexy.

Drew spoke in calm soft tones as he clapped
his hand over the older woman’s. “He will be just fine. He is
resting now, but should be awake later this evening. I would like
to keep him here for a few days to make sure he is doing well, and
then I’ll send him home to your capable care.”

“Thank you, Dr. Anderson,” Mrs. Davis
replied, blotting her tears with a handkerchief before taking a
seat next to her husband.

Quietly exiting the room, Hannah paused
inside the doorway of the kitchen. The intensity of the preceding
hours drained her energy as the emotions rushed forward. Leaning
her head back against the wall, she let the tears roll down her
face. Please let the image of Mr. Davis’s fear-stricken face
fade from my mind quickly. The look had been so intense that
she felt his fear as if it were her own—not in the moment she
looked at him, but now as she returned to the calmness of her
kitchen.

Wiping the tears from her face with the back
of her hand, she removed the stained apron and threw it into a
bucket to soak. Picking up a clean apron, she returned to the now
half crunchy half soggy biscuits next to the oven trying to push
the morning from her mind. She threw the biscuits into the waste
and started on a fresh batch.

Carefully, she measured out the flour and
buttermilk. The familiar actions of baking soothed her edgy nerves.
Using the technique her aunt taught her, Hannah rolled out the
biscuit dough and cut round forms, repeating the steps until all
the dough formed raw biscuits. Numbly she continued through the
motions until lovely golden brown biscuits emerged from the
oven.

As Drew saw his last scheduled patient for
the day, Hannah started her afternoon routine of tidying the
clinic. Starting in the parlor at the front of the house, she
straightened chairs and dusted the furniture. From the parlor, she
turned left into Drew’s office since both surgery rooms on the
right were occupied, one by Mr. Davis and the other by Drew and his
patient. Hannah dusted her husband’s desk and stowed the patient
charts in the largest drawer at the bottom of the oak desk. Taking
a seat, Hannah flipped through the stack of bills. There never
seemed to be enough time to see to everything. She needed to spend
some time updating the ledgers soon.

She listened as Drew escorted the last
patient to the parlor. She entered the now vacant surgery room,
wiping down all the surfaces. Once the room was cleaned, she
checked on Mr. Davis again. He was still resting peacefully, his
wife clutching his hand as she sat in the chair, her chin resting
against her chest either in prayer or in sleep.

Walking down the hall to the kitchen at the
back of the house, Hannah began supper preparations. She felt most
at peace in her kitchen—her domain. Perhaps it was from the few
years she spent by her loving aunt’s side learning how to bake and
cook, those domestic skills her mother had not instilled before her
passing.

Shaking off the mounting melancholy, she
shifted her thoughts back to Mr. Davis’s care. Following the meal,
she would send Drew upstairs to their bedroom to get some rest. She
would take the first shift watching Mr. Davis and then, sometime in
the middle of the night she would wake Drew to take over.

At times like these, she wished Drew would
hire a nurse. Hannah barely kept up with the laundry, cleaning, and
meal preparations without overnight patients. Whenever a patient
required round the clock care, she fell woefully behind in other
chores. What would she do when she had children to care for?
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“Barnes,” Drew greeted, with some hesitation,
as one of the city’s policemen entered the clinic alone. Being one
of two doctors in town, Drew often patched up robbers or drunken
brawlers before Barnes hauled them off to jail. Occasionally he
even visited the jail when Barnes deemed it too dangerous to bring
the criminal to the clinic.

“What brings you here?” Drew asked, still
unable to shake his concern that Barnes accompanied no one.

“May I have a word with you and Mrs.
Anderson?”

Drew showed him to his office where their
conversation could remain private. Once the bulky man took a seat,
Drew quickly fetched Hannah. The lack of sleep from the night
before did not help his increasing nervousness about the
policeman’s unusual behavior.

As Hannah took a seat, Barnes said, “We have
your brother, Thomas, in custody down at the jailhouse. He was
identified as one of the men in yesterday’s attempt to rob the
bank.”

Drew felt his throat constrict and his heart
started beating rapidly. He had hoped Thomas wasn’t involved.

Sinking into the remaining chair, he asked,
“What happened?”

“From what we pieced together,” Barnes’ deep
voice added to his air of authority, “it looks like Thomas, along
with Sam Rogers and Ed Rogers, stormed the bank yesterday afternoon
as one of the patrons was leaving. They pulled their guns on Mr.
Davis and forced him to open the safe in the back room. Mr. Davis
kept a loaded revolver in the safe, so once he opened it, he turned
the gun on Sam and shot him in the foot. Then Ed fired on Mr.
Davis.”

Still stunned, Drew nodded. He didn’t want to
believe his brother was party to this crazy affair, crossing the
line from rebellion to crime.

“After Mr. Davis was shot,” Barnes continued,
“all three men took off, leaving the money behind. A few
pedestrians noted the direction. We followed the trail and it led
us to the Rogers’ house. We arrested all three men. Like I said,
they are in jail and will remain there until a judge decides what
is to be done.”

Drew looked over at Hannah. Her eyes widened
with concern. Thomas had rebelled for years, though never so
boldly. Disappointment washed over Drew, quickly follow by guilt.
If only he had been able to get through to Thomas. Maybe this would
not have happened.

Ever since their father died, Drew’s brother
could not contain his restless spirit. Thomas started hanging out
with the Rogers brothers and things went downhill from there. The
Rogers brothers bullied classmates during their school days and as
they aged, they got worse: petty theft from the mercantile,
vandalizing businesses, and picking fights with anyone who would
pay them mind. When Thomas started staying out late and carousing
with Sam and Ed Rogers, Drew did not hesitate to warn Thomas of the
dangers of his actions. Closing his eyes, Drew clearly remembered
the day he confronted his brother.
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Drew woke to a thudding sound on the stairs.
Sitting upright, he remained completely still, trying to determine
if what he heard was real or imagined as his heart pounded against
his chest. Thud. There is it was again.

Slipping from the bed, Drew carefully crept
to the closed bedroom door. Slowly he cracked it open, just as a
muffled curse reached his ears. Thomas!

Stepping from the room, Drew pulled the
bedroom door closed behind him, so as not to wake Hannah. At the
top of the stairs he made out Thomas’s limp form lying prostrate
across several of the stairs. The stale cigar smoke and sickening
sweet smell of whiskey clung to his brother’s clothing. As Drew
approached, Thomas looked up and cursed again.

At first, Drew thought Thomas was merely
drunk again—a frequent occurrence. But when he tried to help him
up, Thomas recoiled and moaned in pain. Drew led him down the
stairs and into the surgery room for a quick examination. Lighting
the oil lamp, Drew saw the extent of his brother’s injuries.
Besides the swollen black eye, his face and knuckles were covered
with numerous cuts and scrapes. His ribs were also bruised. This
must have been his worst fight to date.

“You must stop this Thomas,” he warned his
brother, keeping his voice low. “The drinking, the gambling—it is
only going to lead to trouble.”

“What do you care?” Thomas roared.

He grew weary of the familiar accusation.
Thomas always thought Drew didn’t care—Drew always tried to show
his concern. He was letting him live here. Wasn’t that proof enough
that he cared? As his anger rose, so did his voice. “Look at
yourself. Night after night you come home drunk or—”

“You have no right to lecture me! I’m old
enough to take care of myself and do as I please. Mind your own
business!”

“It is my business, as long as you are living
in this house!” Drew volleyed back. Taking his brother in had been
a mistake. He thought providing a home and some structure would
help Thomas give up his wild ways. Instead, no matter what Drew
did, Thomas threw it in his face.

“Don’t act like you are doing me a favor,
Drew,” the hatred poured from his brother’s lips. “I know what you
are doing. You just don’t want to feel guilty for leaving me here
while you went to medical school. But you should! Living with Uncle
Peter was awful!”

“Uncle Peter did his best to help you grow up
with some discipline.”

“Don’t defend that selfish old man!”

The argument escalated until Hannah appeared
in the doorway. When she looked from Drew to Thomas and back again,
Drew shut his mouth mid-sentence. Thomas frowned, cursed, then
turned and stormed out into the night.

He hadn’t seen his brother since.
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Hannah’s dainty cough brought Drew’s
attention back to the discussion with Barnes.

“Dr. Anderson,” Barnes continued as he stood
and walked to the front door, “I suggest you consider getting legal
representation for your brother.”

Closing the door behind Barnes, Drew snorted.
He refused to bail Thomas out of trouble again. Aware of the
waiting patients, Drew ushered Hannah back to his office and closed
the door, wondering just how much they overheard.

“What are you going to do?” Hannah asked her
anxiety evident.

“What can I do?” Drew replied, acknowledging
his own helplessness in this situation. “He is a grown man and he
is not my responsibility any longer.”

“Will you get an attorney as Mr. Barnes
suggested?” she asked, her voice full of compassion.

“No!”

Seeing the shock on Hannah’s face, he quickly
explained, “At some point Thomas must choose his own way—he already
has. He made that clear more than a year ago. There is nothing I
can do or say that will change anything.”

Drew ran his fingers through his hair in
frustration. His heart broke again as he thought of how
disappointed his father would be. Perhaps his father passing on was
a good thing. At least he would not witness his youngest son’s
destructive behavior.
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Sunday morning, Hannah put the finishing
touches on the roast and slid it into the oven. Bounding up the
stairs she quickly untied the apron from her waist. Standing before
the mirror she brushed out her long strawberry blonde hair then
twisted it into a chignon at the base of her neck inside the
decorative black netted hair piece. She smiled, pleased with her
appearance.

“You look lovely,” Drew commented as his pale
blue eyes surveyed the light blue calico dress before resting on
her eyes. Color flushed her face with the intensity of his
appraisal.

“Come here,” he added, pulling her close.
“Your eyes look bluer than the sky in that dress.” He brushed lips
lightly across hers in a brief kiss.

Releasing her, he asked, “Looking forward to
Emily’s visit?”

“I can hardly wait,” Hannah answered
giddily.

As Hannah preceded Drew down the stairs, she
could not contain her excitement over the planned Sunday dinner
guests—Levi and Emily Werner. It had been two months since Hannah
had seen Emily. Earlier this week, Levi stopped by the clinic to
let Hannah know Emily would be back to church this week, having
recovered from her morning sickness. Hannah missed her best friend
dearly, so she invited them for Sunday dinner.

Emily and Hannah grew up on adjoining farms
several miles outside of Cincinnati. Hannah could not remember a
time when she and Emily weren’t friends, despite being such
opposites in looks and personality. With her dark curls and
flashing nutmeg brown eyes, Emily charmed everyone, from the most
reserved students to the toughest bullies in their school. As she
grew older and began filling out her dress, boys noticed her long
before noticing Hannah—not that any had noticed Hannah in school.
Walking to and from school together, Hannah often found herself in
the role of quiet listener to Emily’s constant chattering about
what Amanda Taylor wore that day, or how the pigs on the farm gave
birth to a large litter, or who danced with who at the last barn
dance. Perhaps if Emily had set her mind on memorizing her lessons
at school and not on such things, she would have made higher marks
and Hannah would have spent less time trying to help her catch
up.

Besides helping Emily with her school work,
Hannah found in her a friend with whom she could confide her
deepest sorrows, especially following her mother’s death. Even when
her father sent her away to live with her aunt, she wrote letters
to Emily almost weekly. When Hannah moved back to the farm with her
father, years later, she easily picked up her friendship with
Emily. Sadly, she was the only constant person in her life.

As Drew pulled the carriage to a stop down
the street from the large whitewashed church building, Hannah
scanned the crowd for her tall friend. Spotting her, she raised her
arm for a quick wave after Drew helped her to the ground. Emily
turned without acknowledging Hannah and entered through the large
dark wood doors. Perhaps she just didn’t see me.

Placing her hand in the crook of Drew’s arm,
Hannah smiled, confident nothing could ruin her good mood in
anticipation of a wonderful afternoon.

Once inside the church, Hannah watched as
Emily and Levi took their seats in their normal pew. Drew led
Hannah to the same pew. As soon as Drew and Hannah sat, she leaned
forward to greet Emily, who immediately, without word, stood and
followed her husband out of the pew.

“Emily, wait—”

“We’ll talk later,” Emily hissed, glancing
back over her shoulder with a frown.

As Levi and Emily took a seat on the other
side of the sanctuary, she couldn’t help but feel hurt by her
friend’s angry response. Had she unknowingly done something to
offend Emily?

When Drew stiffened next to her, she glanced
in his direction. The couple on the other side of him stood and
moved elsewhere. Soon, the pew in front of them emptied, as long
time friends scattered to the edges of the room like marbles
spilled on the floor.

Looking up at Drew she saw the stoic
expression etched on his face.

“What’s going on?” she whispered, still
trying to understand how they may have offended so many people.

Drew shook his head curtly.

When the music started, she shifted her gaze
to the words in the hymnal, not needing to read them, but needing
to hide her growing sadness over the rejection of her friends. Her
voice sounded forced as she tried to sing praises to her God.
Inside, she felt anything but gratitude.

Hannah shifted in her seat as the service
dragged on. Her attention waned.

As the last strains of the final hymn echoed
in the wooden room, the pastor stood and gave a blessing. The sound
of booted feet heightened as the crowd exited the church. Not
waiting for Drew, she hurried to catch up with Emily outside.

“Emily, we’ve been sitting together for
years. Why did you move this morning?” Hannah asked as her friend
tried to dodge her for a second time. “Aren’t you coming to
dinner?”

“No, we are not,” Emily replied emphasizing
each word, not looking Hannah in the eye.

“Are you not feeling well?”

“I am feeling fine,” Emily said, glaring at
Drew as he came to stand next to his wife.

Hannah held her breath, hoping Emily might
elaborate on her strange behavior.

“If you’ll excuse us,” Emily snapped as Levi
started leading her around Hannah again.

Confused and hurt by Emily’s behavior, she
reached out, placing her hand on Emily’s arm. “Please tell me, what
I’ve done to offend you?”

Emily’s dark eyes flashed with anger as she
turned to face Hannah. Brushing Hannah’s hand from her arm, she
said, “It was our money, Hannah. We sacrificed and saved for years
for that money. Levi took on that second shift at the meat factory
so we would have enough for a home of our own to get out of that
horrible squalor.”

“I don’t understand—”

“No, you don’t understand. And neither did
Thomas. He just thought he could walk right into that bank and take
what we worked so hard for.” Emily wagged her finger in Hannah’s
face, causing her to take a step backwards. “And him, a worthless,
gambling scoundrel! Never worked an honest day’s labor in his life.
But, he thought he could just take what wasn’t his.”

“I understand your anger with Thomas,
but—”

Levi, who stood with arms folded across his
barrel chest, finally spoke, directing his comments to Drew. “A
doctor is nothing without his reputation and yours is tainted by
your brother’s wild ways. Tell me, Drew, did he try to hide out at
your clinic when his plan failed?” Anger shrouded his words.

Drew dropped his arms to his side, stepping
closer to Levi. “How could you think such a thing?”

Hannah bit her lower lip, hoping Drew and
Levi would not come to blows. She was certain Drew would not win
against the much larger man.

“Everyone knows you’ve been bailing him out
of trouble for years. Well, this time the people of this city are
not going to stand for it,” Levi responded through clenched
teeth.

By now, several other couples gathered around
listening to the heated conversation. Friends, who greeted her with
a hug and warm smile last week, looked on with hatred carved on
their faces. Tears threatened at the corners of Hannah’s eyes as
the pain of betrayal heightened.

“There is nothing to get upset about,” Drew
pleaded, looking around the crowd. “I have not seen Thomas in over
a year.”

“That’s not what Mrs. Pierce said!” one woman
from the crowd shouted. “She said she saw a man who looked like
your brother going into the clinic late that night.”

Hannah frowned, balling her fist at her side.
How can they believe that busybody over my husband?

“If anyone did enter the clinic that night,”
Drew’s voice boomed, “it was without an invitation.”

“So you don’t deny what Mrs. Pierce said?”
Levi pulled Drew’s attention his way.

Running his hand through his short sandy
hair, Drew said, “I’m saying that it is possible someone could have
entered uninvited without our knowledge.”

Emily raised her voice above the growing
murmurs, “It doesn’t matter to me if Thomas entered your house with
your blessing or not. I for one,” she said, resting her hand on her
protruding belly, “will not be birthing my child at your clinic or
with your assistance.”

Hannah’s tears streamed down her heated face
as Emily’s words pierced her heart. How could Emily say such a
thing? She talked for months about how wonderful it would be to
have her best friend by her side as she labored to bring her first
child into this world. Now, the friend who stood by her in a school
yard full of bullies was acting the part of instigator. Did their
friendship mean so little?

“And I won’t be stopping at your clinic for
Franklin’s medications!” another older married woman shouted.

“When my niece has her child, I’m telling her
to go to Doc Henderson!” A typically quiet man shouted.

As others added in vehement voices their
promise to no longer visit Drew’s clinic, Hannah watched his face
harden. Closing his eyes, he bowed his head.

Don’t give up, Drew! Her heart
shouted.

When he lifted his head again, he held out
his elbow for Hannah wordlessly. With a firm nod to her, she read
the silent message: it was time to go. In the midst of angry
murmurs circling about them, Hannah followed her husband to their
carriage. As he took the seat next to her, his eyes faced forward.
His jaw set in a hard line. His shoulders slumped in defeat.

 



Chapter 2

 


 


Drew slapped the reins hard against the
chestnut mare’s back, directing the carriage from the church yard.
He heard rumblings that many of his patients were upset at him over
Thomas’s crime. But, he had not expected this—the whole church
rising up in anger against him.

Worse than their anger was the disappointment
he saw in Hannah’s face. She expected him to put up a fight.
Unfortunately, fighting with his patients—with his friends—would
not change their minds about his presumed guilt.

Pulling the carriage to a stop in front of
the clinic, Drew hopped down and rounded to the other side. Holding
his hand out for Hannah, his eyes locked on her red-rimmed ones.
Her gaze quickly darted away. As soon as her feet settled safely on
the ground, she released his hand, rushing up the walkway.

Taking a seat in the carriage, Drew navigated
the busy street until he arrived at the livery to store the
carriage and board the horse. He welcomed the walk home, hoping
Hannah might recover before he arrived.

His stomach churned as he replayed the scene
from the churchyard in his mind. Levi’s words repeated over and
over. A doctor is nothing without his reputation. Yours is
tainted by your brother.

Such harsh, unforgiving words with little
hope of reconciliation. Could Drew possibly salvage his reputation,
or was it too late?

Perhaps they were a bit justified in their
anger. Up until last year Drew had sheltered Thomas and covered for
his troublesome behavior. He should have stood up to Thomas sooner,
voicing his concerns. Or he should have asked Thomas to find his
own place to live.

But, Thomas was his brother. He couldn’t turn
him away no more than he could turn away injured patient. Thomas
was his only family left. He felt responsible, bound by
brotherhood. Even if Thomas’s actions destroyed Drew’s reputation,
he could not stop caring and reaching out—even if Thomas continued
to reject him.

As he approached the clinic, his steps
slowed. A brief memory from the morning after the robbery flitted
through his mind. When he entered the kitchen in the early morning,
after relieving Hannah from watching Mr. Davis, he recalled
thinking something seemed out of place. Though he never figured out
what…

Was it possible Thomas really had entered
their home after his crime? Surely he would have heard something,
as he sat vigil with Mr. Davis.

The savory aroma of the roast greeted Drew as
he opened the door. Pausing, he shook off his frustration over the
seemingly impossible situation. Cautiously, he walked down the hall
towards the kitchen, looking for Hannah. She stood with her back to
him, staring out the window over the sink.

As he cleared his throat to announce his
presence, Hannah’s sniffles turned to sobs. Closing the distance,
he turned her towards him then wrapped his arms around her waist.
She buried her head against his chest. Several moments passed with
Drew stroking her hair, not knowing what to say.

Hannah leaned back and looked up at him. “How
could they blame us? We had nothing to do with Thomas?”

He swallowed several times, searching for an
answer.

A frown crossed her face. “Why didn’t you
defend us?”

Drew released his hold on his wife as his
shoulders slumped in defeat. “What should I have said?” he replied,
more harshly than he should have. “Nothing would have persuaded
them to think differently.”

Hannah propped one hand on her hip, forcing
her elbow to jut sharply away from her body. It was the posture he
most despised in his wife as it often preceded an angry
outburst.

“Are you going to just let them walk away
from the clinic? Are you going to close the doors, Drew?”

Her lack of faith in him hurt. “Give it time.
Things will turn around. They will forget their anger.”

She turned and pulled the roast from the
oven. Slamming it down on the top of the stove, her voice low and
tenuous, “What if they don’t?”

Pursing his lips tightly, he hoped they would
forget soon. He couldn’t consider what would happen if they
didn’t.
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In the weeks since the bank robbery, no
patients came, save for Mr. Davis. He recovered quickly from the
gunshot wound. Odd, how the victim of his brother’s crime entrusted
his care to Drew, yet the rest of the city lost trust in him. If
the city’s opinion failed to change, his days of practicing
medicine in Ohio were over. He could not support his wife on one
patient a month—much less the children he and Hannah hoped would
come soon.

With no patients to see, Drew dodged oncoming
carriages to cross the street to the mercantile. After greeting
Francis, the owner, he paid for a copy of the daily newspaper
before returning to the clinic. Flipping through the pages, he
scanned the headlines for the latest developments on the Union’s
progress which reminded him of his decision over a year ago.
Instead of enlisting to serve in the Union, he remained home—to the
townsfolk’s dismay. Newly married when the War Between the States
started, he hesitated to leave his wife. He knew the city still
needed a doctor whether or not the country warred. So, he stayed.
Then six months ago, Doc Henderson moved to town. Some members of
the community started pressuring Drew to reconsider, now that two
doctors practiced in the area. Still, he remained steadfast in his
decision.

Again, he found himself on the receiving end
of the city’s ire. They were not forgetting. They were not
forgiving. They did not want to hear the truth that Drew had
nothing to do with Thomas’s actions. Instead, their opinion seemed
more immovable as time went on.

Drew tried to change their minds. He met with
several influential men from church. None of them were swayed by
his discussion or by his track record of providing excellent care.
He needed to make a decision soon about whether he should give up
medicine or if he and Hannah should move. Staying seemed less of an
option.

Running his hands through his hair, Drew
realized he let his mind wander and had absorbed none of the news
he was reading. Placing the paper aside, he rubbed his hand along
the edge of his large oak desk. The prick to his finger interrupted
the movement as a small sliver embedded his skin. Turning his hand
over, he scrutinized the sliver, too deep for him to remove without
assistance.

Following the aroma of freshly brewed coffee,
Drew entered the kitchen. He stood silently in the door admiring
his wife while she mixed dough of some sort. Her long strawberry
blonde hair was secured in a fashionable chignon at the base of her
slender neck. The work dress hung perfectly on her petite frame
with the bow of her apron accenting her tiny waist. Unable to
resist the urge, he snuck up behind Hannah. He then grabbed her by
the waist and pulled her into an embrace, breathing deeply of her
scent. Something about just holding her calmed him.
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Hannah welcomed her husband’s nearness,
though unexpected at this time of day. As she turned to face him,
he held out his hand palm side up. She looked from his lithe
fingers to his face, raising an eyebrow in question.

He shrugged his shoulders sheepishly. “I seem
to be in need of your expert nursing.”

As he pointed to his finger, Hannah saw the
small sliver. She ran upstairs to retrieve a needle from her sewing
basket before returning to her poor injured husband. He stood where
she left him, still holding out his hand.

Hannah took his right hand in her left, aware
of how small and dainty her hands looked against his. His smooth
hands bore no sign of roughness—only the gentle unmarred hands of a
doctor, strong and steady. Taking the needle with her right hand,
she gently worked the sliver from beneath his skin. Once free, she
placed her lips on his long finger kissing the spot softly.

Drew curved his hand under her chin. The
sweet action caused her to slowly straighten and look into his
eyes. The love reflected there warmed her heart.

With his hand still resting lightly under her
chin, he drew her lips closer to his own. Hannah melted into his
arms as he kissed her soundly. She shared the love she felt for her
husband by responding. When Drew slowed the kiss, Hannah leaned
back in his embrace. She trailed her dainty fingers along his jaw
line as she stepped away smiling.

Moving to the stove, she poured him a cup of
black coffee. Handing the mug to Drew, Hannah giggled and shooed
him back to the clinic, a satisfied sigh escaping her lips.
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Ah, he loved this woman. Drew thought as he
took the offered coffee. Now how to provide for her with no
patients and a dwindling income?

Sitting down at his desk again, he picked up
the newspaper and turned to the middle. An article about the
growing gold town of La Paz in the new Arizona Territory caught his
eye. The article stated that shortly after Arizona officially
became a territory in February last year, gold was discovered along
the Colorado River in the southwestern part of the territory. They
estimated several thousand miners now lived in the area. The
rapidly growing town needed doctors, lawyers, boardinghouses,
laundry services, and more.

Doctors. Drew’s eyes lingered on the
word. Maybe, if they left soon, he and Hannah would still have
enough money to relocate to the West. If he could find a buyer for
the office, then they would be in a better position to move to the
territory. Removing a sheet of paper from the stack on his desk,
Drew started listing things they would need and estimated how much
it would cost. Excitement built as he thought of a new adventure,
starting life over where no one knew them. Or their family ties to
a bank robber. This had to be the answer to his prayers. He would
speak to Hannah soon about moving to La Paz.
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Hannah finished kneading the bread dough then
put the loaf of bread in the oven to bake. Unlike in the past, this
loaf would bake without interruption, she thought ironically. As
she cleaned the kitchen, she could not stop worrying. She noticed
the lack of patients coming to the clinic in recent days. A week
passed since he saw his last patient, a middle aged man who died
from the infected abscess on his side. No others graced the steps
of the clinic since.

Emily refused to talk to her, plunging the
knife of rejection deeper. Last week, Hannah showed up with the
small quilt she sewed for Emily’s expected child with the fabric
scraps they picked out together. When Emily opened the door, she
crossed her arms angrily, not saying a word. Hannah tried to hand
her the gift. Emily slammed the door shut—not taking the package
from Hannah’s shaking hands. She set the gift on the porch, before
hurrying down the sidewalk, her vision blurred.

If Emily, her closest friend, failed to
forgive them, how could she expect more from acquaintances?

She checked the bread, which browned nicely,
so she pulled the loaf from the oven, filling the room with the
sweet aroma. Setting it aside to cool, her thoughts returned to
their dilemma. What could she do to convince the community that
neither she nor Drew supported Thomas’s actions? How could she help
bring patients back to Drew’s clinic? Lord, show us what to
do.

The immediate answer she hoped for drowned in
unbearable silence. Had even God turned his back on them?

Hannah poured herself a cup of coffee as
tears pooled in the corner of her eyes. As they spilled over, she
brushed the moisture away. Opening the back door to the porch, she
sat in her favorite rocking chair coaxing it into motion with the
slight push of her foot. Sounds of the busy street out front
floated back to her hidden retreat. The August breeze blew a few
tendrils of her hair loose kissing her skin softly with a hint of
the cooling temperatures to come.

Slowly rocking back and forth she considered
what she and Drew might do. The sick and injured needed good
doctors, especially since so many doctors left for the war. Any
town with a reasonable population could support a doctor. Perhaps
she and Drew could find such a town nearby in southern Indiana.

While not the same as Ohio, Indiana might be
a suitable substitute. Hannah always dreamed of raising her
children in the same town where she grew up. Yet, her barrenness
greeted her daily, taunting her with the hopelessness of never
seeing her dream fulfilled. And, now the current situation made
staying in her homeland nearly impossible. Yes, perhaps Indiana
would suffice.

Slowly she stretched, letting her fears and
disappointment melt away as each muscle pulled taut before
releasing refreshing relief. Getting up from the rocking chair, she
headed back into the kitchen to put the finishing touches on
dinner.

The hearty fragrance of beef stew and freshly
baked bread usually brought Drew into the kitchen before supper,
but not today. She set the table then went to his office to fetch
him.

As she crossed the threshold from their
living quarters to Drew’s office, she saw him bent over his desk
studying something on the page before him. So as not to startle
him, she gently laid her hand on his shoulder. Almost
unconsciously, he reached up and softly caressed her hand, his eyes
never leaving the paper. After a few moments in silence, he dropped
his hand and pushed back the chair to rise.

“Supper is ready,” she whispered.

“Shall we, Mrs. Anderson?” Drew winked, then
offered his arm in the manner he did when they were courting. His
eyes twinkled with mischief.

“Let’s, Mr. Anderson,” she replied with a
smile as they headed to the kitchen table.

After Drew finished saying grace, he began,
“I’ve been thinking about what we can do, since so many of our
patients are now going to Doc Henderson. I read in the paper a few
days ago that there is a need for doctors elsewhere, and I thought—
”

“Maybe we should move,” she interrupted,
pleased that he came to the same conclusion as she had moments ago.
“I’m sure there is some small town in southern Indiana that would
be perfect for us. I mean, I don’t want to leave, but things are
not turning around. People are not willing to forgive us for
Thomas’s involvement in the bank robbery.”

Drew paused, spoon half way to his mouth. A
puzzled look wrinkled his brow. “I truly did not think you would be
willing to leave. I, too, was thinking we could relocate…but a
little farther west…to the Arizona Territory.”

Clank! Hannah’s spoon hit the side of
the bowl before dropping down into her lap leaving a dark trail of
stew on her green calico dress. She paused for a moment to recover
both her spoon and her senses. Arizona Territory! That’s so far
away. What is he thinking?

Trying to keep the panic from her voice, she
asked, “Why the Arizona Territory? Why not someplace closer?”

“I agree that we could go someplace closer,
but I don’t believe that is where God is calling us.”

Of course he would bring God into this, she
thought wryly. Not that she would discount God’s prompting—she just
hated to leave Ohio.

Drew continued, “There is a gold mine town
called La Paz along the Colorado River in the western edge of the
territory. The town is growing rapidly and is in need of doctors.
If we leave soon, we should have enough money to get there. If we
can sell the house before we go, we would be in better shape.”

Drew reached across the table to squeeze her
hand. Hope and excitement graced his features. His voice pleading,
“Don’t you see? We could start over. A new life. No one will know
us or our past. Or Thomas’s past.”

“But don’t you want to be close enough to
support Thomas as he goes to trial?” she squeaked, trying to find
some way to stay closer to her beloved Ohio—where both her parents
were buried, where she met Jesus, where she hoped to raise her
children.

Drew frowned at her suggestion, withdrawing
his hand. His voice took on a hard edge as he replied, “He made it
clear that he no longer wants my support or, as he would see it,
interference. He is a grown man and he needs to manage his own
life. I refuse to let his actions destroy our future.” His voice
softened, “Moving west gives us the anonymity we, and our future
children, need to be free from what he has done. I think it is for
the best that we move to La Paz.”

Hannah paused, several emotions filling her
heart at once. She grieved for Drew’s lost relationship with his
brother. She feared the unknown dangers they would face on such a
long journey. She would miss her home and her friends, even if many
were no longer acting like her friends. Could she live in a gold
town? What kind of rough men would be there? Would there be any
reputable women there?

Frankly, she cared not, for she desperately
wanted to remain here. “We cannot possibly move so far away.”

With slow, deliberate movements, Drew
deposited his spoon on the table. “Yes, we can.”

“Have I no say?”

Drew’s lips pressed into a thin line,
matching the deep lines in his furrowed brow.

“I want to raise our children here. Our
friends are here,” her desperation grew. “Those that are angry with
us could still change their minds.”

“Hannah, stop!”

The forcefulness of his command halted any
further words from forming. Folding her hands in her lap, appetite
gone, she bowed her head, waiting for him to speak.

“We will be leaving in a few weeks.” The cold
words chilled her heart.

“So, you’ve decided then,” she whispered.

“Yes,” came the curt reply.

Standing, Hannah grabbed her bowl of barely
touched food and tossed it in the waste pail. Drew remained seated,
finishing his meal, while she began cleaning.

How could he be so unreasonable? Why not
someplace closer? Hannah continued to stew over the decision as
Drew left her kitchen. She did not agree with his decision. She did
not understand it. There were so many other options. Yes, he said
he thought God was leading them there. But, if He was, wouldn’t she
feel some sense of rightness in the decision?

Nothing about this seemed right to her.
Instead of being settled in their new home in a few weeks, they
would travel for months. How long would such a journey even take?
How dangerous would it be?
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The next morning Drew woke before the first
sunrays peeked through the window in the upstairs bedroom. A bird
whistled cheerfully from its perch on the tall maple tree next to
the clinic. Thank you, Lord, for this beautiful day. Calm my
fears about this move. Help Hannah to have the courage and strength
for this. I know she is sad to leave, but be with her. Help her to
know your hand is in this.

He slid his long legs over the side of the
bed and stood, glancing back as Hannah began to stir. Her hair
billowed as a soft cloud around her face. His breath caught and his
heart swelled within his chest at the beautiful sight. He could
hardly believe she was his wife. He loved her so dearly. She
deserved the security she craved, and Drew vowed to see she would
receive it—even if they must travel across the country to find
it.

He washed up and dressed for the day before
rushing down the stairs into his office. Certain there would be no
patients again, he planned to use most of the day preparing for the
move. Sitting at his desk, he made a mental checklist of things to
accomplish for the day which included a trip to both the mercantile
and the barber shop. Oh, and he also needed to stop by Doc
Henderson’s.

By the time he finished planning his day, the
aroma of frying bacon wafted into his office beckoning him to eat.
His stomach growled as he entered the kitchen. Hannah handed him a
plate of fried eggs, toast, and bacon. Pouring himself a cup of
coffee, he sat down at the table.

“I’m going to head over to Doc Henderson’s
this morning to invite him for supper tonight.”

“Is this a social visit?” she asked, pushing
the food around on her plate. Her sullen expression and lack of
appetite concerned him. Was she still upset about the move?

Pushing his own question aside, he answered
hers, “Since our clinic is larger than his current office, I
thought I would give him the opportunity to make an offer.”

“Alright, I’ll be sure to make some pie for
dessert then,” Hannah replied softly still not making eye
contact.

On any other day, Drew might try to draw his
wife from her dour mood. But, his own worries vied for attention.
Should Doc Henderson show no interest in the clinic, Drew thought
it doubtful the house would sell before their departure. Someone
outside of the medical profession would have to convert the surgery
rooms and he suspected few potential buyers would welcome the extra
work. Perhaps Mr. Davis would agree to act on his behalf if the
house failed to sell.

Once finished with the meal, Drew kissed
Hannah on the cheek then he retrieved his hat from the stand in the
parlor. The street was relatively quiet this early in the morning
so he quickly covered the short distance to the mercantile his
father once owned. He smiled in greeting to Francis, the man who
purchased the mercantile from Drew. He waited for the older man to
finish with a customer before approaching the counter.

“Drew,” Francis said, “What can I help you
with this morning?”

“I came to see if you might have any
information on traveling west.”

“Hoping for a fortune in gold?” Francis
teased.

Drew shook his head. “Specifically, what
might one need to know to relocate to the Arizona Territory?”

Francis rubbed his hand across his chin, as
he often did when considering a customer’s request. After several
minutes, he pointed Drew to a stack of books with specifics on
westward travel. Flipping through the pages of several, Drew chose
one to purchase.

“If you are serious about heading west you
might want a copy of the schedule of departures from Fort
Leavenworth. That is where most of the big westward bound wagon
trains are leaving from these days.”

Drew took the pamphlet and slid it in the
front cover of the book. Thanking Francis for his assistance, Drew
departed for his next errand.

With book in hand, Drew walked a few doors
down to Mr. Tilley’s barber shop. Sitting in the chair, he asked
Mr. Tilley numerous questions about his brother’s westward journey.
Mr. Tilley explained that his brother’s family boarded the
steamboat here in Cincinnati and took it to Fort Leavenworth. Once
there, they purchased supplies for the journey, including a wagon
and team. When the haircut concluded, Mr. Tilley jotted down the
contact information for the wagon train master his brother
used.

As Drew started towards Doc Henderson’s
clinic on the other side of town, he considered the timing of the
move. According to the schedule, the next wagon train departure
would be in mid-September. If they left in two weeks, they should
have enough time to get to Fort Leavenworth and purchase supplies
for the trip. He would bring his medical supplies with him.
Hopefully he could convince Hannah to only bring the absolute
necessities—certain that space would be limited in the wagon.

Slowing his pace as he neared Doc
Henderson’s, Drew bounded up the stairs and into the crowded
waiting room. Inwardly he cringed when greeted with the unwelcoming
glares of the patients. Doc Henderson’s nurse looked up and smiled
as Drew moved further into the room.

“Dr. Anderson, what can I do for you this
morning?” she asked.

“I’ve come to speak with Doc Henderson for a
moment, but I see his is quite busy, perhaps I should—”

“Drew, my boy!” exclaimed the elderly doctor
as he led the previous patient to the door. “What brings you here
this fine day?”

One mother with a colicky infant, presumably
tired of waiting, scowled at Drew as he answered, “I was hoping to
speak with you for a brief moment.”

“Come on back.”

Feeling the piercing looks against his back,
Drew followed the doctor into his private office. “I would be
honored, Doc, if you would join us for supper this evening. I have
a few things to discuss with you.”

“Certainly. You know I love Mrs. Anderson’s
apple pie. Any chance she might be planning to bake one today?”

“Well, I guess you’ll just have to stop by
around six to find out,” Drew countered. He enjoyed the friendly
banter with his colleague.

Doc Henderson eagerly agreed and wished him a
good day as Drew ran the gauntlet of testy folks in the packed
parlor.

With the whispers and frowns from Doc
Henderson’s patients, he no longer doubted his decision to leave.
The townsfolk refused to trust him again, though the trust broke
through no fault of his own. Anger boiled to the surface. How could
Thomas be so selfish! Did he have any idea what his actions were
costing his brother?

That evening, Doc Henderson arrived promptly
at six. Drew greeted him warmly and showed him into the parlor.
While Hannah finished preparing supper, they filled the time with
talk of the medical profession.

When Hannah stepped into the parlor, Doc
greeted her, “Mrs. Anderson, so good to see you.”

“Doc, I have a surprise for you,” she said,
leading the way to the quaint table in the kitchen.

 

“Tell me, did you make some of your famous
apple pie for dessert?”

“Of course. I know it’s your favorite,” she
replied taking her usual spot to Drew’s right.

Doc Henderson smiled, obviously pleased by
the news. Drew motioned for him to take the seat on his left.
Taking his place at the head of the table, he bowed his head and
offered thanks for the meal, silently asking God to motivate Doc
Henderson to buy the clinic.

Following the simple, albeit selfish, prayer,
Drew started, “Well, Doc, as you know in recent weeks the townsfolk
have made their displeasure with my brother’s actions more than
noticeable. I have not had a single patient for some time now.”

And the last one died—that frail
politician that suffered from an infected abscess. What if his
last patient turned out to be his very last patient—if he could
never practice medicine again? He tried to ignore the nagging
thought, refocusing his attention on his guest.

Waving a drumstick of chicken in the air to
accent his words, Doc Henderson said, “A shame it is too. I keep
telling folks, there is no wait over here.” Remembering the chicken
in his hand, he took a large bite. His eyes lit with awe as he
slowly chewed, overtly enjoying the savory flavor.

“I know and we appreciate your
encouragement.” He smiled, more from Doc’s joy over the meal than
from his words. He, too, enjoyed Hannah’s fried chicken. “However,
Hannah and I have decided to move west to the Arizona Territory.
There is a great need for trained doctors in the booming gold towns
and we believe a fresh start would be best.”

Doc swallowed a mouthful of food. “Are you
certain? That is a terribly dangerous territory. No place for a
gentlewoman, such as your lovely Hannah.”

“Yes, our decision is final. Preparations are
underway and we leave in early September.” Drew wished he felt as
confident as he sounded. “Now, for the reason I asked you here this
evening. I wanted to offer you the opportunity to purchase the
clinic.”

“Well, I am pleased you spoke with me first.
I would be interested in purchasing the clinic—” Doc paused for
affect. “—but not for myself. My nephew Mark plans to join me when
he finishes medical school. He should have been here already, but
he decided to stay on for a few additional classes. He plans to
arrive in December. This clinic would make an excellent gift for a
young doctor craving independence from his old uncle, don’t you
think?”

Drew nodded his agreement, as he finished the
last bite of mashed potatoes and gravy from his plate. Hannah stood
and began clearing the plates from the table, still saying nothing.
When she brought slices of the apple pie for each of them, Drew saw
a frown flit across her features before she pasted on a rather
forced smile.

“Mrs. Anderson, thank you for the excellent
meal,” Doc Henderson beamed. Then turning to Drew, he added, “It is
a wonder that you are able to keep so trim. I would not be so
fortunate if I were married to such a marvelous cook.”

Hannah’s smile turned genuine at the
compliment as Drew laughed at Doc’s teasing. “It is a miracle.”

After Doc finished off two slices of Hannah’s
sweet apple pie, Drew showed him around both the clinic and living
quarters. Then the two men returned to the parlor to finalize the
arrangements of the sale. As Drew escorted Doc Henderson to the
front door, he could scarcely believe things were falling into
place.

 



Chapter 3

North Texas

August 28, 1863

 


The day started like any other on the ranch,
early and full of work. After feeding and watering the horses, Will
began rubbing down Jackson, his tawny brown stallion and best
friend. There was something calming about the routine action.

Routine. That was just what William Colter
longed for this day of all days. But today would be anything but
routine, because today he would bury his father. Will’s breath
caught as the thought passed through his mind. Moisture gathered in
the corners of his eyes. He blinked several times rapidly, willing
the tears to stay at bay. “Ranchers don’t cry son,” he recalled his
father saying when his mother passed a few years ago. “At least not
in front of the cowboys. You must be in control and run the ranch
with strength.”

Sage advice from the man he admired so.

Clearing his throat, Will hastily saddled
Jackson. His six foot frame easily mounted the majestic animal.
This morning he dressed in typical rancher garb—sturdy jeans, his
trusty leather cowboy boots, and a blue button down cotton shirt
stretching across his broad chest. His light tan hat covered his
dark hair. Most days, he wore a handkerchief over his nose to keep
from choking on the dust kicked up from the cattle, but he forgot
it this morning, his attention scattered.

As he neared the far pasture, he spotted the
ever faithful Benjamin Shepherd. Ben was a kindly cowboy, sitting
astride his black mare, Sheila. Why Ben named his horse Sheila was
still a topic of debate among the hands. Some think that Ben was
once sweet on a Mississippi gal named Sheila. Others suspected the
mare was named after his dear ol’ ma.

Regardless of the reason behind the horse’s
name, it seemed contradictory to the rough appearance of the man.
Almost twenty-five years ago Edward Colter, Will’s father, hired
Ben as the foreman of the Star C Ranch. The two men formed a
trusted friendship over the years. When the Colter brothers, Reuben
and then Will, were old enough to ride and rope, Ben taught them
the skills. When Will was younger, he used to think Ben a giant at
almost six feet tall. His broad shoulders nearly spanned the door
frame of the bunkhouse. His legs were as thick as a tree—at least
to a child they appeared so.

“Didn’t expect to see you out here this
morning, boss,” rumbled Ben’s deep voice, pulling Will’s attention
back to the present. “Shouldn’t you be gittin’ ready to head in to
town to bury your pa?”

Will always felt like he should respond to
Ben with a “yes sir” or “no sir” like he did with his father.
Countless times the elder Colter reminded him that was not
necessary as the rancher’s son, and definitely not at his
twenty-nine years of age. Still, Will respected Ben greatly, and
found the old habit hard to break. Uncertain how to reply, Will
merely grunted.

“The boys and me got things under control out
here, so you can tend to the family,” Ben reassured, as he turned
his horse back towards the long-horned steers grazing contentedly
in the warm sun.

Being dismissed, Will turned Jackson back
toward the ranch. What had he been thinking to ride out there? He
should have known Ben would frown upon his presence rounding up the
cattle today. Giving Jackson a kick with his boots, he urged the
animal into a trot. Maybe he came out here because he needed the
time to think. He did his best thinking in the wide open spaces
sitting in his style saddle. And his mind was going far faster than
Jackson was covering ground this morning.

Watching his father die was not something
Will cared to remember. But the memory pressed forward, obscuring
the flat pasture in front of him. Two days ago, Edward Colter was
the perfect picture of health for a man in his late fifties. Trim
and well-muscled. Used to long hours in the saddle and the
difficult labor of working the ranch. Though since mother passed,
father spent more time at the ranch house and less time in the
pastures.

Tears stung Will’s eyes as the unwanted
images from his father’s last morning alive danced across his
vision. Father insisted on accompanying Will out to see the herd.
As the summer started to fade, the time drew near to send the
cattle to market. His father told him he wanted to see with his own
eyes the fine work his youngest son had done growing the herd.

At first, everything appeared normal with the
herd as they grazed on the sweet Texas grass. Then the fearful
sound started—a low rumbling giving way to a crescendo of
thundering hooves. The cattle frantically stampeded towards them.
Will kicked Jackson forcefully, moving him northward out of the
way. His father chose the opposite, more fateful direction, not
clearing the onslaught of crazed animals in time. When Will turned,
expecting to see his father right behind him, his stomach sank to
the ground. He only caught a brief glimpse of his father before the
herd swallowed him and his horse.

Swiping at the tears now freely falling down
his dust coated face, Will prayed that God would let the horrific
memory fade. No one should watch his father die in such a painful
manner.

By the time the herd cleared and Will made it
to his father’s side, Edward squeezed a few words of praise for his
son past his battered lips.

“You have made me prouder than any man has a
right to be,” his weak voice etched the sentiment into Will’s soul
before taking his last breath.

It was awful—slinging his father’s bloodied
and beaten body over Jackson’s back, taking him to his home for the
last time. Will snorted at the injustice of such an experienced
rancher dying in an unexpected stampede. None of it made any sense.
Edward Colter should have lived his life to old age, bouncing his
grandchildren on his knee. But none of that would come to pass.

Will wished he could dwell on what should
have been. Instead, his own future had become a jumbled mess in the
wake of this loss. What would he do now that his father was gone?
Would Reuben let him stay at the ranch? Doubtful. Did he
want to stay, being reminded of his father’s last hours each time
he rode out for the day?

What he wanted might not make a difference.
Depending on the terms of his father’s will, the best possible
situation Will could find himself in would be half owner of the
Star C Ranch, though that was unlikely. Reuben, five years his
senior, as the first-born son, would likely inherit the ranch.
Given the option of staying under Reuben’s arrogant leadership, or
striking out on his own, Will preferred the latter.

Other than appearance, the two Colter
brothers shared little in common. Where Will learned everything he
could about ranching, Reuben wanted little to do with the labor of
working the ranch. He would rather sit in the ranch house plotting
and scheming how he could get richer quicker—by any means
necessary. Will lived with a deep faith like his parents. Reuben
scoffed at religion, unless he could find a way to manipulate it
for his own benefit. Will developed a keen business mind as well as
the ability to work the stock. He was an expert with his rifle and
his rope. While Reuben learned these skills as a young man, he
wanted nothing to do with the dirt and dust of the outdoors.

As Will neared the house, he slowed Jackson’s
pace to a lope. He looked up to see Julia retreating indoors. At
sixteen years of age, the youngest of the Colter clan was just over
thirteen years younger than Will. While there had been other
children between Will and Julia, they died as toddlers or were
stillborn. His mother had not expected to have any more children,
but was thrilled at Julia’s birth.

Growing a bit too quickly into a woman, Julia
favored their father more than the brothers did. She shared his
bright blue eyes and sandy brown hair. The curls were a trait from
their mother. Like their father, she was shorter than Will and
Reuben, coming only to Will’s chest. Her petite waist and curvy
features were starting to be noticed by the young cowboys, sparking
Will’s protective instincts. She shared Edward Colter’s zest for
life—everything was an adventure. She idolized Will and he spoiled
her, teaching her to shoot, ride, and rope as good as any of the
hands. In recent years, their father insisted she spend less time
following Will around and more time in domestic pursuits. She
resisted at first, but eventually settled into her new role.

He dismounted and tied Jackson to the
hitching post. Absently kicking the dust from his boots, Will
walked through the front doorway, making his way to his room to
change into his Sunday best. By the time he joined the family,
Julia was already situated in the wagon. She held Reuben’s toddlers
in her lap. Reuben helped his wife, Mary, up to the front seat of
the wagon. Scowling at Will, he climbed up next to his wife without
a word. Reuben slapped the reins and the wagon lurched into motion,
groaning in protest.

Will mounted Jackson and followed along
wordlessly. He learned a long time ago that the fewer words passing
between him and Reuben, the more peaceful the day would be.
Glancing over at Julia as he rode alongside, they locked gazes. Her
eyes were swollen and red-rimmed from crying. She attempted a
smile, but it was strained. He could only wonder what changes would
be in store for both of them, now that the family patriarch was
gone.

Wagons and horses lined the streets near the
small white church on the edge of town. Many ranchers and townsfolk
already crowded into the graveyard next to the church. Edward
Colter was well respected, so Will expected the large number of
mourners. Will found a spot to tie his mount, then hurried to help
his sister from the parked wagon. The family took their place at
the front of the grave site where the pastor waited. Will stood
next to Julia across from Reuben, Mary, and the two squirming
children.

The service was short, but respectful. The
pastor read from Psalms 23, while Will recited it quietly to
himself. The Lord really was his comfort and he knew his father was
dwelling in the house of the Lord even this minute—no matter how he
longed to have his father still at his side. Julia reached over for
his hand, but he put his arm around her instead as she tried to
wipe the tears from her face. One of the ladies from church sang
“Amazing Grace.” When she finished, Will took Julia by the hand and
led her back to the wagon through the crowd.

Back at the ranch house, the women from the
community prepared a meal for the family. Although Will longed for
peace and quiet, he appreciated the gesture. Many of the area
ranchers and townsfolk came for the meal as well. Each person
offered their condolences and shared stories of his father. It was
good to hear how much his father meant to these people.

Reuben seemed relatively unaffected by the
events of the day. As Will watched from a corner, his older brother
worked the room to his own advantage. Of course, Reuben would never
do anything to lessen the perfect perception others held of him. He
slyly used the mourners’ sympathies to garner support for his
latest scheme—whatever it may be.

Will, disgusted by his brother’s display,
moved to the background where he could observe without engaging.
Looking around the room, he watched Julia in deep conversation with
her best friend, Caroline. He hoped the time Julia spent with
Caroline would lift her spirits. She had been inconsolable since he
brought their father’s lifeless form home.

Another wave of sadness washed over him.
Seeing that no one would miss him, Will ducked out the front door.
He needed some time alone. Taking Jackson by the reins, he led him
into the stable, removed the gear and began brushing him down.

Will would miss his father—he already did.
His wise counsel kept Will from many a foolish decision over the
years. He hoped to run his own ranch as well as his father. He led
by example, full of integrity. His men respected him. His
children—at least Will and Julia—loved and adored him. The
townsfolk and neighboring ranchers thought highly of him. Will
prayed he would be much like his father.

As he breathed in the scent of hay
intermingled with horseflesh, his thoughts turned to his sister
again. This was going to be toughest on Julia. She needed a
father's love, especially since their mother was gone. Who will
protect her? Who will find her an honorable husband in a few years?
Would Will be able to take her with him, wherever he went, to
protect her?

Not having any of the answers to his many
questions, Will dejectedly returned to the ranch house and to the
waiting throng of mourners. One thing was certain, the coming days
would bring change.
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Monday morning dawned early. Three days
passed since they buried their father, and today was the day they
would hear Edward James Colter’s will. Although none of the
children knew the specifics of their father’s last wishes, Will was
certain each of them would be well cared for. As he donned his
usual jeans and work shirt, he glanced out the window. Reuben
already waited out front with the wagon and his horse. He must
be eager to leave.

Julia sat sullenly next to Reuben, looking
down at her folded hands in her lap. Will quickly mounted the
saddled horse tied to the post and led the way to town at a gentle
pace. The short distance to town passed quickly. Reuben pulled the
wagon to a stop in front of the attorney’s office. After helping
Julia down, he led the way into the building, leaving Will trailing
behind.

Reuben took the seat directly across from Mr.
Gainsly, Attorney At Law. Julia sat to his right. Will leaned
against the wall furthest from Reuben, crossing his arms over his
chest. He rested his right leg over his left, settling the toe of
his right boot on the floor.

“Shall we begin,” stated Mr. Gainsly. In his
gravelly monotonous voice he read the will. “To my first born son,
Reuben James Colter, I give full ownership of the Star C Ranch land
and house. The herd and stock are to be equally distributed between
Reuben and my second son, William Edward Colter—”

“What!” Reuben shouted, pounding his fist
down on Mr. Gainsly’s desk, causing Julia to jump at the abrupt
motion. “Why should Will get half of everything?”

Will stood upright, uncrossing his arms.
Facing Reuben, he said in a low voice through gritted teeth, “I
have as much right to half of the ranch as you do. If anyone should
be complaining about the terms, I should—since I am to get none of
the land or the house.”

Reuben stood, puffing out his chest. The act
made him look ridiculous in his fancy brown suit and bowler hat.
Anger creased his face and his tone became harsh, “I am the first
born son—”

Will moved closer. “A fact of which you
remind me of constantly. Still, that has nothing to do with
father’s last wishes.”

Reuben took a step closer towards Will, the
two separated only by Julia still seated in the chair. Mr. Gainsly
looked horrified by the confrontation between the two brothers and
Julia began sobbing.

She reached up and touched Will on the arm.
In a soft voice she said, “Please, stop.”

Will looked from Mr. Gainsly’s discomfort, to
Reuben’s fierce anger, to Julia’s pleading. Returning his fisted
hand to his side, he took a step back, closer to the wall. Nodding
towards Mr. Gainsly, Will said in a flat tone, “Please,
continue.”

Mr. Gainsly looked from Will to Julia to
Reuben. “Very well, then. Mr. Colter,” he said referring to Reuben,
“please take a seat. I understand that our loved one’s last wishes
can be a bit of a shock—sometimes they make choices we may not
agree with. I assure you, your father was very clear, wishing to be
as fair as possible for all three of you.”

As Reuben returned to his seat, Mr. Gainsly
continued reading, “Other than a sum set aside for Julia Catherine
Colter, my daughter, the remaining financial holdings are to be
equally divided between Reuben and William,” he paused, looking to
Reuben. Reuben growled, but remained seated. “If Julia has not yet
reached her majority, Reuben will be her guardian and the trustee
of her stipend.”

Reuben’s face went from anger to delight in a
few short seconds, prompting Will’s distrust. Why did that news
please Reuben? He barely seemed to notice her, though they lived
under the same roof. Was it controlling her money? Or was there
something more?

Finally, Gainsly’s irritating voice halted.
The room remained silent for a few short seconds before Reuben made
his wishes known.

“Please see to the details of dividing the
money,” Reuben commanded with his usual air of superiority. “If
there is nothing further, let us be on our way.”

Standing, Reuben, in an uncharacteristic
display, waited for Julia to control herself. Looking at Will over
her seated form, Reuben gave him a bone-chilling glare. If Will had
any doubt about his brother’s feelings towards him, that look
clearly communicated his loathing. When Julia finally rose, Reuben
led her to the wagon without waiting for Will. As Will walked out
of the attorney’s office, Reuben already set the wagon in motion
towards home.

On the ride back to the Star C with the dust
of the wagon in the distance, Will considered his options. With
half of the financial holdings and half the herd, he could make a
nice start somewhere else. He knew there was no chance Reuben would
let him stay. The animosity between the two brothers was too great.
Will was the conscious Reuben never wanted. Perhaps there was a
nearby rancher looking to sell out. That would allow him to stay in
Texas and keep watch over Julia.

His thoughts went back to Julia’s new
guardian. Why had father left her to Reuben’s care? Will shook his
head, knowing the answer. Father never saw the darkest side of
Reuben, so he would naturally leave Julia to his eldest son’s care,
especially since he left the land and house to him. While he left
Will with financial holdings and a herd, he did not leave him a
home, limiting his ability to provide for Julia. Though he
understood it, he disapproved.

Instead of stopping at the ranch house, Will
continued out to the pasture to work. The more he thought about his
situation his aggravation rose. In one short day, Will went from
being the rancher’s second son, to owning half of everything—except
the land and house. A part of him understood why father did not
leave him a home, yet a part of him resented it. Perhaps if he and
Reuben acted more like brothers and less like enemies, father would
have left them both the Star C. But, his wise father knew a
partnership between his two sons would never succeed. This
knowledge failed to take away the sting. He spent his life putting
his heart and soul into this ranch and now he would have to
leave.

He rallied from his thoughts, hearing the
sound of an approaching rider. Ben must have spotted him, because
he rode toward Will while he was still a hundred yards out from
where the herd was grazing.

“Whoa there!” Ben said as he reined Sheila up
next to Will. “How was the meeting in town?”

Will spent the next hour explaining the
highlights of his father’s estate and his own reaction to the news.
When he finished, he confided in Ben. “Leaving is the only option,
but where?”

“Startin’ over is going to take some doing,”
Ben commiserated. “Remember in the spring when yer pa was talking
about the Arizona Territory and those reports he heard of good
grazin’ land throughout the place? Maybe we could drive the cattle
out there and set up a ranch.”

Did Ben want to go with him? “We?” Will
asked. “You don’t have to come with me, Ben. You know Reuben won’t
be happy.”

Ben’s sour expression told Will what he
thought of that. His features softened as he continued, “You’ll be
needing someone to watch yer back and I figured since I’ve been
doing it for this many years, what’s a few more.”

“Well, I would be glad to have you along.”
Truthfully, Will could not imagine making a move without his old
friend. “Your idea of going to the Arizona Territory has merit, if
you think your old bones can hold out for that long,” Will
teased.

“Humph.” Ben grumbled, heartily patting Will
on the back. “I can still out ride you young ‘un. Speaking of
riding, think it’s about time to get to work.”

Will fell in behind Ben as he led the way out
to where a few strays ambled further from the herd. Positioning his
horse outside the strays, he gently guided them back to their place
in the herd. The heaviness of the week’s events wore on his mind
and he lost track of time as he diligently watched the
longhorns.

As the sun lowered in the sky, Will suddenly
realized he came dangerously close to being late for supper. He
pointed Jackson toward the stables covering the distance quickly.
After caring for the stallion, he washed up outside, then made his
way to the table. The ire written on Mary’s face told him she
considered him late. Mumbling a quick apology to his sister-in-law,
he took his seat.

As Reuben assumed their father’s seat at the
head of the table, Will felt anew the loss. Things were definitely
changing at the Star C, no longer under the watchful stewardship of
his father.

Julia and Will bowed their heads, expecting
Reuben to say grace. Hearing the clank of dishes being passed, Will
looked up at Reuben, confused. Julia’s head also snapped up, a
questioning look on her face.

“What are you gawking at?” Reuben snapped.
“You know I don’t hold for any of that religious nonsense. If you
feel it is necessary to offer up empty platitudes to your so called
God, then, by all means, pray away.” He waved his hands in the air
in a disdainful manner. “It won’t stop us from starting
supper.”

Sitting in his father’s seat was expected.
Dismissing God was not. Will’s blood began to boil. Reuben really
had some gall.

Julia closed her eyes and must have offered
up a silent prayer, since she did not reach for any food
immediately. Will was too angry to pray right this minute.
Hopefully, God would understand. He grabbed the potatoes and dished
some onto his plate with more force than was necessary. Taking a
deep breath, he tried to cool his temper. He knew Reuben was
purposely being spiteful, trying to get a reaction from him.

“When will you be leaving, Will?” Reuben said
snidely.

The words hit Will as hard as if Reuben
slapped him across the face. And so the jockeying begins, he
thought wryly.

Mary’s jaw dropped. Obviously, Reuben said
nothing to her about the possibility of Will’s departure. Julia
dropped her fork and shot a look Will’s direction of both surprise
and pleading. For once, even the two children were silent. All
motion stopped and every eye focused intently on him.

Will clenched his jaw and stated evenly,
“What makes you think I’m leaving?” He hated when Reuben tried to
manipulate him.

“Of course you are leaving, William,” Reuben
sneered. “I’m simply giving you the opportunity to inform this
family of when you will be ready to leave.” He paused, changing to
a more benevolent tone. “If you’d like, I can choose the timing,
although I don’t think you would be pleased with my choice.”

The metal of Will’s fork dug into his skin as
his hold tightened in proportion to his rising temper. We only
just went to the reading of the will this morning and he’s already
trying to force me out. He should have been prepared for this,
but he hadn’t expected Reuben to play this card so soon. “I haven’t
made any definite plans yet.”

“You have two weeks,” Reuben replied, as he
gingerly popped a bite of meat into his mouth. The smug, confident
look on his face served only to further Will’s irritation.

“What!” Will shouted as his face grew heated.
He dropped his fork and stood so rapidly that he knocked his chair
over, his temper getting the best of him.

“Sit down Will and stop acting like you are
surprised. Surely you are aware that I do not hold any sentimental
feelings for you.” His dark glare punctuated the statement. “I want
you off my property in two weeks.”

The dismissive tone was more than Will could
take. He lunged toward Reuben. “What gives you the right to dictate
orders to me?”

Reuben pushed back his chair and stood nose
to nose with Will. “I am sole owner of Star C Ranch and I do
not wish to have you here any longer.” Will felt the heat of his
brother’s breath on his face. Reuben continued with a more
chivalrous tone, “It is out of concern for Julia that I am allowing
you to stay that long. Make no mistake, William, you are no longer
welcome on my property.” With the last words he inched
closer to Will, never breaking eye contact.

It took all of Will’s strength not to sling
his fist at his brother. Perhaps it was Julia’s gasp at Reuben’s
statement that reminded Will it would do no good to put up a fight.
Or maybe it was the steely, sinister look in his brother’s eyes
that held him back. Regardless, his appetite vanished and his
temper flared. Will stepped back, turned on his heal, and stormed
out the front door.

 



Chapter 4

 


 


Well after dusk, Will returned to the house.
He stalked straight to his room, relieved Reuben seemed to be
otherwise occupied. The ride did little to help Will solve his
problem. Two weeks was not much time to plan a move if he knew
where he was going, much less if he had no idea where to go. Pacing
the length of the room in the small space between the bed and the
dresser, his boots clomped loudly against the wooden floor. His
mind continued to mull over his circumstance, but he came up with
no solutions. Perhaps a trip to town tomorrow would be wise. At
least he could see if there was news of anyone looking to sell
out.

A soft knock on the door brought his feet to
a halt.

“Will?” Julia whispered.

“Come in,” he answered as he opened the
door.

“I found these while going through father’s
bedroom,” Julia said, handing Will a stack of letters. “The first
several look like information about the Arizona Territory. I think
they are personal letters, but perhaps you could review them? I
also found several of mother’s letters. If you don’t mind, I would
like to keep those.”

Will heard the unuttered request to keep this
bit of information from Reuben. Reuben would only try to use these
letters to his advantage, finding some way to manipulate him or
Julia. It was best to keep both sets of letters from him, unless
some information directly pertained to the Star C.

He took the bundle and slid it under his
pillow, nodding in agreement to her request before returning his
attention to his sister.

Julia bowed her head, her long curls hiding
her face from his view. She stared at the worn wood floor making no
move to leave, or to speak. Knowing his sister’s moods well, he
asked, “Would you like to take a walk?”

Nodding, she turned and led the way outside
and away from eavesdropping ears.

The dark night sky shimmered with sparkling
stars as Will and Julia walked towards the corral. The cowboys’
laughter from the nearby bunkhouse floated across the air. The
horses in the stable next to the corral snorted, settling down for
the night. As Will leaned forward against the corral, he breathed
deeply, smelling the fresh night air spiced with a light fragrance
of hay. He placed one foot on the lowest rung before propping his
arms against the top rung. Julia stood next to him, leaning her
arms on the top rung in a similar fashion. They stood this way for
several minutes before either spoke.

“I don’t want you to leave,” Julia lamented.
“I will miss you terribly.”

A few more seconds of silence passed before
she asked, “Where will you go? Do you have to leave so soon? Can’t
you talk to Reuben and ask for more time?”

Will sighed in frustration, knowing her last
question was completely unrealistic. If he pressed Reuben, he was
likely to get even less time rather than more.

Taking a minute to gather his thoughts, Will
recalled the conversation with Ben this morning, and then
remembered the stack of letters Julia handed him. While he had no
opportunity to read those letters, Will was struck by the
coincidence. Both were about the Arizona Territory. Lord, is
this from you? Is this the answer I have been searching for?
For the first time since his father passed, Will felt a hint of
peace. Perhaps the Arizona Territory would become his new home.

“Well, I will probably head out west,” he
said, finally answering Julia. “Rumor is that there are good ranch
lands in the new Arizona Territory. It’s something father was
looking into last spring.”

Several silent seconds ticked by before Julia
sniffled.

Turning to face his sister, Will said,
“Julia, you know I can’t stay here at the Star C. I’m not sure I
would even be able to stay in the area. I’ll have to find someplace
where I can support myself. Ranching is what I know, so I will go
where I can do that.”

“But I don’t want to stay here with Reuben.
He is so cold and calculating.”

Will stifled another sigh. She feared Reuben
as much as he feared leaving her with him. Feeling helpless to
change the situation, Will tried to offer her encouragement. “You
know he has always treated you with respect, Julia. It is me that
spurs his hatred. With me gone, he will be more bearable.” He
prayed.

“I hope so.” She paused, her voice getting
softer, “It’s just that, who will I talk to?”

Will half smiled, knowing Julia never wanted
for a listening ear. But, he appreciated the sentiment all the
same. He loved that his little sister adored him. “There’s
Caroline. And Mary can be pleasant at times.”

Again the silence stretched. Will looked up
to the flickering stars in the black night sky. Would the stars in
Arizona look the same? Would he really be able to make a home
there?

Julia’s whispered words cut through his
thoughts. “I didn’t think I would lose everyone I care about at the
same time.” Her voice broke and the tears came.

Moving to her side, he put his arms around
her, resting his chin on the top of her head. Will empathized. It
would be difficult leaving his dear little sister behind. It was a
loss they would both feel deeply. Losing their father would leave
emptiness, but this would intensify the loneliness. He waited
silently for many minutes until Julia’s sobbing subsided.

As the laughter from the bunkhouse died down
and the lights dimmed, Will became aware of the hour. “It is
getting late,” he said, leading Julia back to the house.

After seeing Julia safely to her room, he
returned to his own. Lighting the oil lamp on the stand next to his
bed, he retrieved the bundle of letters from under his pillow.
Lounging on his bed, he pulled the first letter from the stack. It
appeared to be from one of the advance military scouts to the
region. Will was surprised his father actually received the letter,
especially since Texas was no longer part of the Union. There were
five or so letters exchanged between his father and the writer who
remained anonymous in his returned correspondence.

Eager to confirm his thoughts about the
territory, Will read the letters. He learned about several areas of
land in the southwestern region that had been Mexican ranch lands
prior to the Gadsden Purchase. Several new ranches were already
sprouting up. Tucson was a growing city and some of the outlying
areas were suitable for farming and ranching. This area had a large
Mexican population. Most of the whites were former southerners, so
he might be welcomed there, though he did not consider himself a
southerner.

The author stated the Hassayampa River in the
north central territory would also support ranching. The last
letter on the topic indicated a small group of miners discovered
gold in the area, which was gaining the attention of the appointed
governor of the new territory. This was one of the regions being
considered by the governor as a potential location for the capital.
A small fort was scheduled to be established by the end of the
year. The writer described this region as, “…an area ripe for
settlement. The large open grasslands are mostly suitable for
cattle ranching. The grass is of a hearty nature, able to endure in
a relatively dry climate. Any cattle of a durable nature should
thrive here. The rolling hills filled with grass lead way to river
valleys and mountains topped with dense forests of pine, cedar, and
other strong woods. The discovery of gold will likely cause an
increase of prospectors to the area in search of their long
deserved fortunes.”

Will’s interest piqued. This Hassayampa River
area sounded very promising. In one of the letters, the author
outlined a rough route from Santa Fe to the river. He should be
able to drive the cattle from here to Santa Fe, then on to the new
territory.

Yawning, Will remembered the late hour. After
folding up the letters and storing them in a safe place, he turned
down the light. Even though his mind was full of ideas and
planning, exhaustion won and he fell asleep almost instantly.
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After discussing the letters with Ben and
spending time praying over the decision, Will gained confidence
that the move to Arizona was the right one. He had much to get done
in the next few days, as Reuben’s imposed deadline rapidly
approached.

This morning was the day he and Reuben agreed
to divide the herd, per the instructions dictated in their father’s
will. Since they were not due to head to market for a few weeks
yet, the herd was at its largest.

As he neared the herd, the lowing of the
cattle became welcome background noise. Dust swirled around the
longhorns and the cowboys as the animals moved slowly forward.
Something seemed different this morning, though Will could not
pinpoint what caused him to think that.

“Herd looks a mite unusual,” Ben stated as
Will reined in next to him.

Then Will clearly saw the difference. All of
the weaker thinner cattle stood on the right and the strongest,
fattest longhorns stood on the left. Never in all of his years
ranching had he seen such an unnatural formation.

Hearing hoof beats approaching, Will glanced
over his shoulder. Reuben, flanked by several of the seedier
cowboys in his employ, rode towards the herd. Reuben looked stiff
and uncomfortable astride his mare. It had been years since Will
had seen his brother on horseback and in the pasture. He was
obviously out of practice.

Once he and his men arrived, Reuben tried to
assert his wishes on how to best divide the herd. “I think we
should ride up the middle of the herd. I’ll take what is on the
left and you take what is on the right.”

What was Reuben up to? Did he really think
Will was ignorant? Stifling a snort of disgust, Will stated, “Let’s
have Ben cut the herd as usual. Then we can count off equal numbers
for each of us.”

“I disagree,” Reuben retorted. “My proposal
is quite valid.”

Will moved his mount alongside Reuben’s.
Leaning in towards his brother, he said in low tones, “I’m not
oblivious to your scheme, Reuben. Unless you want to hop off your
mare and settle this man to man, I suggest you stop this
nonsense.”

“Are you threatening me?”

Narrowing his eyes, Will kept his focus on
his shifty brother while directing his words to Ben. “Let’s get
started.”

Before Reuben could object, Ben issued
instructions to the cowboys, following Will’s guidance.

The process took a significant portion of the
day. At first Reuben blustered complaints with each good steer
directed to Will’s herd, but after seeing the impossibility of the
situation, he acquiesced. Several of the cowboys commented on how
evenly matched the two herds were. Will was very pleased with both
the quality and quantity of longhorns. In addition to half the
herd, totaling three thousand head, Will took half of the breeding
stock and horses.

Relieved that one major task was completed,
Will turned his attention to the next hurdle—cowboys to drive the
herd west.

Once word spread of his departure, several of
the younger cowboys expressed an interest moving west. Including
Ben, he had four men to drive the cattle. That number would barely
cover point at the front of the herd and flank riders in the middle
of the herd for one shift. He needed at least six more men just to
cover two shifts for all the positions. In addition, he would need
to get a chuck wagon, a cook, more horses, and a wrangler to care
for the horses. All of this posed a difficult challenge in the
short timeframe left, especially considering many ranchers would be
going to market soon. He would also need a good number of
supplies.

Although nearing supper time, Will rode into
town. He arrived shortly before the general store closed, so he
hurriedly posted hiring notices. He also made arrangements for some
of the needed supplies. Darting out the door, he headed to the
livery to purchase the chuck wagon. He would return to pick it up
tomorrow.

Before leaving town, he heard a ruckus down
the street and went to check it out. Several cowboys and ranchers
that frequented the saloon stood outside discussing some topic
heatedly in the street. Staying on the edge of the crowd, Will
caught enough of the conversation to learn that the Union blockaded
the main cattle trail to New Orleans. They were cut off from
supplying the Confederate Army with much needed beef. The crowd
grew agitated, throwing down curses on their former northern
countrymen. Seeing tempers spiraling out of control Will made his
way back to the ranch.

While he did not relish the impact this bad
news would have on his fellow ranchers, it could benefit Will. He
would be leaving at an opportune time, headed toward other markets.
This may make hiring less difficult, now that many area cowboys
would fear for their jobs.
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“Boss,” Ben greeted as Will stepped on to the
ranch house porch the next morning. “We have some trouble.”

With the deadline just over a week away,
trouble was not something Will had time to deal with. He raised his
hand to the back of his neck, trying to rub some of the growing
tension away. Resisting the urge to grit his teeth, he asked, “What
now?”

“Seems some of the cattle are missing,” Ben
replied.

He groaned, dropping his hand back to his
side. “How many?”

“At least a hundred head.”

Will sighed. How could he keep from losing
cattle to Reuben—for he was sure that is where the missing cattle
would be found—and keep up with all he had to do to prepare for the
move?

“See if you can discreetly get them back,”
Will stated. “Then find some way to mark them so we don’t have this
issue for the next week and a half. Try to keep Reuben out of it,
if possible.”

Ben asked, “You thinking we should rebrand
‘em?”

“No. We don’t have time for that.” Will
failed to keep the frustration from his voice. “Talk it over with
Pace and see if you can’t come up with something temporary.”

Ben nodded. Mounting Sheila, he pointed her
towards the herd at a trot.

Will stood still for a moment, wishing again
for more time. How could he pull everything together in such a
short time? The impossibility of the task nipped at his
confidence.

Pulling himself from hopelessness, he headed
to the stable and geared up Jackson. He had to stay focused on the
long list of things needing accomplished and not give in to worry
and fear. Leading his horse from the stable, he met up with Pedro,
one of his men, for the ride to town. Each hoof beat brought him
one step closer to crossing a few of those items from his list.

Once at the livery, Will helped Pedro harness
the oxen he purchased to the supply wagon. Then they rigged the
chuck wagon behind it. Bringing up the rear was Pedro’s horse
tethered to the chuck wagon. Pedro drove the double wagon to the
store, then helped Will load the supplies he bought the day
before.

Heaving crate after crate into the wagons was
a tiresome job with only the two of them. Unfortunately, Will could
spare no more than one man from watching his herd—and he could not
really spare the one. He desperately needed more than the five
hands—otherwise this move would not happen. He still had roughly
ten days, which seemed to be ticking by swiftly.

Having managed the cattle drives for the past
eight years, Will knew how to plan for the drive. However, this was
more than a routine drive to market. This was a permanent move to a
relatively unpopulated territory, bringing with it a myriad of
unknowns. He knew supplies would be hard to come by once they
arrived, so he had to account for that.

He never traveled on the western trails, so
water availability might be a problem. While he could carry enough
for the men in the wagons, he would never have enough room for
water for the stock. The letters to his father mentioned several
watering areas between Santa Fe and his final destination. But, he
had no information about what the conditions would be like between
here and Santa Fe. What if there was no water? The season had been
unusually dry. Could the Canadian River be dry in some areas
further west? How far did the Canadian flow? This whole situation
was madness.

Grunting under the weight of the last crate,
Will dropped it into the supply wagon. He just needed to keep
moving forward. Please, God, help me get this all done.

As Pedro pointed the loaded wagons back
towards the ranch, Will mounted Jackson and directed him towards
the Larson’s ranch. Horses were the next obstacle and hopefully
George Larson would be able to supply what he needed. Larson Ranch
maintained a well-deserved reputation for breeding the highest
quality horses in north Texas—perhaps even the entire state.

Reining in Jackson by the stables, Will was
greeted by his sister’s friend Caroline, the oldest of the Larson
girls.

“Will, what brings you our way?” the young
blonde asked, setting a full basket of eggs on the ground near her
feet.

“I came to speak with George about purchasing
some horses,” Will replied. “Is he around?”

Caroline nodded towards the stables, “He’s is
in the back.” She paused, before asking, “How is Julia?”

“As well as can be expected. You should come
for dinner after church on Sunday. I know she would welcome your
company,” Will suggested.

Caroline smiled with excitement. “Please tell
her I plan to do just that. Wait here while I fetch Papa.”

Seconds later, George Larson emerged from the
stables trailed by his daughter. Caroline stooped down to pick up
the basket of eggs. Waving at Will, she turned towards the
house.

George Larson held out his hand in greeting.
“Caroline said you are looking for more horses. I say that
surprised me, given the number the Star C purchased just a few
months ago. How many are you looking for?”

Will shook the offered hand then explained
his situation and the planned move to the Arizona Territory. He
finished by saying, “Since Reuben inherited the ranch, he has been
throwing around his authority. I have just over ten days left
before he wants me off the land.”

George’s expression grew grim. Having been
close friends with Edward Colter for many years, he was no doubt
troubled by Will’s news.

Will continued, “I need an additional twenty
horses for the drive.” At least that is how many he would need if
he could hire all of the necessary men. The pressure of the clock
pushed heavier on his mind, ramping up his anxiety.

“I’m sorry, Will, but I don’t have that many.
Best I can do is five. The others we have in training right now
have been paid for by other ranchers.”

Will’s shoulders slumped at the news. Five
was a quarter of what he needed. “Is there any chance we could work
out something with the other ranchers? If they don’t need the
horses right away, would they be willing to wait?”

George thought for a moment. “Well, I might
be able to get you one or two more if Wilson agrees to wait. But, I
can’t promise anything. You know how much our horses are in demand,
especially this time of year.”

“Could you let me know by Sunday?”

“Sure. I’ll talk with Wilson tomorrow. Then
we’ll let you know in church.”

Will thanked George for his compromise before
taking his leave. Five to seven horses was not what he hoped for.
He would have to settle for lesser quality animals from the livery
for the remaining number, if he could even secure that many. And
those horses would not be accustomed to the cattle, which could
pose a risk for his men—not that he had enough men yet.

Pulling Jackson to a stop outside the corral,
Will frowned. Bates, the man he hired yesterday was just now
saddling his horse. He should have been out with the herd hours
ago.

“Bates!” Je called the cowboy to him. “Why
aren’t you out with the herd?”

The young man looked down, not meeting Will’s
gaze. “I was. But… Um... Mr. Reuben called me up to the house.”

“For what?” Will growled, suspecting he would
not like the cowboy’s answer.

“Mr. Reuben offered me more money if I hired
on with him for the drive to market,” Bates replied before nudging
his horse towards Reuben’s herd, not giving Will a chance to
argue.

Clenching his fist tightly, Will envisioned
punching his brother in the face. Reuben’s treachery knew no
limits. Stealing his cattle. Hiring men out from under him with the
promise of more money. Kicking him out with only two weeks’ notice.
What next? Would he set fire to Will’s new wagon and supplies?
Would he make him sleep in the barn for the next ten days? Why did
he insist on making this more difficult than it already was?

Tying Jackson to the hitching post, Will
stormed into the ranch house and directly into Reuben’s office. He
had to put a stop to this. Now.

Reuben jumped as Will flung the door open so
hard it slammed against the wall.

Not attempting to hide his irritation, Will
demanded, “We need to talk.”

“Certainly, brother. Have a seat.”

Will stood, arms crossed, behind the chair.
“What are you trying to prove, Reuben?”

Eyes wide with feigned innocence, Reuben
replied, “I have no idea what you are talking about, William.
Perhaps you would care to explain?”

“I am talking about the cattle. I am talking
about hiring men that I have already contracted. I am talking about
your divisive tactics to sabotage me!” Will glared at his brother,
resisting the urge to connect his fist with his brother’s jaw.

“William, what a wild imagination you have,”
Reuben said as he propped his elbows on his large walnut desk,
tenting his fingers. “You and I have already divided the herd. If
you are having a difficult time managing your half, that is not my
concern. As far as hiring your men away, I have some vacancies left
from the men you have hired away from me. It is not
my problem if you refuse to offer a fair wage.”

Will’s nostrils flared as he took in a deep
breath. Of course Reuben twisted this all around on him. He
expected nothing less. Seeing no peaceful resolution to their
conflict, Will turned on his heel.

Pausing in the doorway, he muttered, “If you
stopped interfering, I would be out of your way sooner.”

His brother’s laughter echoed down the hall
behind him. “Ten days, William, that’s all you have left!”


Chapter 5

Texas / New Mexico Border

September 14, 1863

 


The dust kicked up by the slowly moving
cattle stuck to Will’s already coated face. Three days into the
drive and he longed for the cleanliness of home already. But, he
had no home. Not yet. Two months of travel, based on his best
guess, stood between him and someplace that would not feel like
home, but must become home.

Miraculously, by the end of Reuben’s two week
deadline, Will was prepared enough to leave the Star C behind. He
hired eight men, a wrangler, and a cook. Less than the ideal
number, but enough.

Will snorted as his dark eyes darted across
the horizon over the backs of longhorns munching on grass,
oblivious to the long journey barely underway. Less than ideal
could describe just about every aspect of preparing for this drive.
Not the preferred number or quality of horses. Not the perfect
amount of supplies. Not well informed about the route. Not well
prepared for the unexpected. Not the most experienced men.

Eight men, a wrangler, and a cook. And him.
The small number of men for this size of herd meant everyone would
be working extra hard. Other than his longtime friend, Ben
Shepherd, the crew was composed of some very young men, some very
rough men, and some very inexperienced men.

The warm sun beat down on Will causing sweat
to form beads on his brow. Dabbing his forehead with his
handkerchief, he tried not to dwell on the overwhelming challenges
before him. Whether he wanted it or not, he was now a full-fledged
rancher—responsible for the lives of his hands and his stock. He
had done this many times before, but always under the security of
his father’s guidance. It was a burden shared among the three
Colter men. Now, this was his to bear alone.

Not alone. The small quiet voice
reminded him. He was never alone. He knew that promise well. God
just seemed a bit distant right now.

Sweeping his gaze over the herd and cowboys,
Will’s eyes rested on the youngest hand, Jed Campbell. So very
young. Just barely sixteen, hardly old enough for such a long drive
across miles of wilderness. Jed hadn’t even matured to the point of
growing facial hair, Will thought as his lip turned up in a half
smile.

Yet, when Jed showed up at the Star C asking
for work four days before the departure, Will found it difficult to
turn the young man away. He had been swayed by Jed’s story. Two
years prior, he had been orphaned when his family was killed by
raiding Indians. At the much-too-young age of fourteen, Jed began
working on a ranch in south Texas, learning the skills necessary to
ride tall in his saddle as a cowboy. When he heard of a rancher
planning to head west, he made his way to north Texas to join
Will’s group.

Jed stood half a foot shorter than Will. His
arms seemed so much thinner and weaker than the cowboys Will worked
with for many years. At first, Will thought the skinny kid might
not be strong enough to rope a cow to the ground. After putting Jed
through several tests, he realized he was stronger than he first
appeared. He had potential and would make a good flank rider in the
middle of the herd, paired with Elijah Malone, one of the more
experienced men from the Star C.

“Shouldn’t you be sleeping?” Ben’s voice
invaded Will’s thoughts. “You’re not on for a few hours yet.”

Will grunted. He always needed a few days to
get used to the odd hours of the cattle drive. Moving the cattle by
night provided better conditions for grazing by day. The entire
crew moved alongside the cattle from eight at night until six in
the morning, traveling in the cooler dark of night. The first shift
was on from six to one, while the second shift slept. Then, at one
in the afternoon, the second shift took over until the first crew
joined them at eight. The schedule, while best for the cattle,
meant that the men had to sleep in full sunlight.

“How’s he doing?” Will asked, nodding toward
Jed.

“Good. A little nervous, but he’s settlin’
in.”

Will followed Ben’s gaze towards Miguel
Ramirez, the only cowboy to respond to the advertisement at the
store. Though he spoke limited English, he seemed to be rather
experienced. He handled the drag position at the back of the herd
well, effortlessly rounding up strays.

A wordless nod and half smile from Ben
confirmed he was pleased with the Mexican’s work.

The other member of the first shift, Pedro
Morales, manned the out-riding position, keeping an eye out for
trouble by riding far ahead of the herd. Coming from the Star C,
Pedro was one of his most dependable and experienced men. Pedro
first hired on with Will three years ago. Though of Mexican
descent, he spoke English well. He came from another ranch in
eastern Texas that went under. He made his way west from ranch to
ranch looking to hire on. When Will met him, he eagerly offered
Pedro a job, pleased with his experience. Will was grateful Pedro
remained loyal, choosing to head west with him instead of staying
at the Star C.

“Go get some shut eye,” Ben said, resuming
his position at point, which normally required two men. Will
couldn’t spare a second man in the position, being as short-handed
as he was. “And encourage those young pups on second shift to do
the same.”

Will nodded, feeling some of the weariness
seeping into his bones. Two of his new men, Daniel Owens and Samuel
Whitten, sat at a makeshift table playing a round of poker. The two
seemed more interested in cards than sleep, until it came to the
late night hours. He caught Owens dozing in his saddle last night—a
dangerous mistake. If he slipped from his horse, he could be
crushed under the steady movements of the herd—dead long before
anyone realized he was missing.

An image of his father’s bruised, limp body
flashed before his eyes. As much as he wanted to explain the image
in detail to Owens to stress the importance of remaining alert at
night, he hadn’t. He didn’t trust himself to keep the hitch from
his voice, as the memory was still too raw.

“We’ve got four hours before we’re on,” Will
said, pulling his horse to a stop in front of Owens and Whitten. “I
want you two alert this afternoon and on through the night.”

Red crept up Owen’s neck to his face as he
threw his cards down. Whitten grumbled something under his breath,
setting Will on edge. Neither man earned his complete trust
yet.

“Care to repeat that?” Will challenged the
nineteen year old pup, trying to solidify his authority.

Pursing his lips tightly, Whitten gathered
the cards and walked toward his saddle and bed roll with no further
protests.

Will’s concern about Owens and Whitten grew
the longer they were on the trail. He knew so little about the two
men. When they showed up just days before Will had to leave, he
hired them out of desperation. They came together, saying they had
worked on a ranch elsewhere. Their story was vague and Will had
neither the time nor sufficient information to verify where they
came from or their references. Both reeked of alcohol and smoke,
causing Will to suspect they came straight from the saloon. Nothing
about the pair made him comfortable. Something seemed out of place.
He only hoped it had not been a mistake to hire them.

The fourth member of the second shift, Jethro
Pace, already stretched out on his bedroll with no prompting from
Will. Soft snores confirmed he slept. At least Will didn’t have to
worry about Pace, as he proved himself capable and trustworthy
years ago at the Star C.

Sliding down from his mount, Will handed the
reins to Matthew Covington, the new wrangler, as he removed his
saddle. Covington was definitely younger than most of the cowboys
in the crew. While he looked like he was fourteen, he was really
seventeen—Will had asked just to be sure. The wrangling job would
whip him into shape and bulk up his frame in short order. Working
with the horses was a much tougher job than most young men
realized, until they spent day after day on the trail. The cowboys
rotated through two or three horses in one day. It would be
Convington’s job to feed, groom, water, and see to the horses’
medical needs.

Dropping his saddle to the ground, Will shook
out his bed roll. Easing to the ground, he settled his hat over his
eyes. Noisy clanging of pots and pans from the chuck wagon chaffed
his nerves and kept sleep way.

The cook, Daniel Raulings, was a character.
He insisted on being called “Snake” because if you got on his wrong
side, that’s what he served you for dinner. Despite his
cantankerous nature, he came highly recommended from a neighboring
ranch. Snake was close to Will’s age, maybe a year or two younger.
His lanky form was no hindrance to driving the chuck wagon. So far,
the men had been very pleased with his cooking abilities, even if
the process of cooking seemed rather loud.

He couldn’t pin all the blame on Snake for
his lack of sleep. Too many thoughts of home—of his former
home—consumed his mind.

Leaving the ranch two days ago was more
difficult than Will expected. The brief picnic with Julia in his
last days on the ranch warmed his heart. It gave him a chance to
say good bye and encourage her that God would work things out in
her life. It had been so easy to dispense the advice which seemed
much harder to believe when it came to his life.

Those last few days, he also spent a fair
amount of time reminiscing. He had so many fond memories of his
father. He remembered the joy that shown in the senior Colter’s
eyes when Will successfully roped his first steer. The fun joking
between them when Will started to inch taller and taller,
eventually surpassing his father’s height. He recalled the many
Christmases around the hearth listening as his father read the
story of Christ’s birth.

The memories of his mother were equally
poignant. Ah, the first time he fell off a horse his mother had set
and bandaged his broken arm, seeing no need to take him to the
doctor since it was a clean break. Then there was the way she
conspired to make every birthday a surprise, even in adulthood. For
his twenty-fifth birthday, four years ago, she and his father had
purchased Jackson from a renowned horse breeder. It was his mother
who arranged to stable the animal at a nearby ranch for the few
days prior to Will’s birthday.

And there was little Julia. Such a sweet and
unexpected joy for her parents. Will easily recalled most of
Julia’s childhood, since he was thirteen when she was born. At
first he was mad that the baby was a girl. A boy would have been
much more fun. But as she grew older and followed him everywhere,
he just treated her like a boy. He smiled as he thought about the
time he taught her how to rope. They practiced with her rocking
horse, a gift from their father. She was determined to do well, so
she practiced every chance she got, spending more time roping the
rocking horse than riding it. Mother was upset one Sunday when she
discovered little Julia had brought her rope to church. When asked
why she would do such a thing, she just smiled and said that a
rancher should never be without two things, his gun and his rope.
She obviously listened to the repetitive admonitions of her
father.

Forcing his eyes closed beneath the shade of
his hat, Will tried to push the thoughts of home aside. He needed
sleep, or he might be the one dozing in his saddle tonight.
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Four short, restless hours later, as Will and
his shift finished packing up their bedrolls and selecting their
mounts, he heard some commotion near the herd. Looking up, Will saw
a rider fast approaching. Miguel waved furiously a hundred yards
out, covering the distance to camp in a hurry. Just as he pulled up
near Will, a whooshing sound flew past Will’s head. Turning
to see what made the sound, he saw an arrow stuck in the chuck
wagon’s side board.

“Indians! Indians!” Miguel yelled in his
thick accent.

In a second, the danger registered, prompting
Will to reach for his Sharps big fifty rifle. Letting go of the
reins for the horse he was almost ready to mount, Will counted the
men as most of the other first shift cowboys rode in. Each man
quickly dismounted, pulling their rifles from their sheaths. Arrows
fell in showers all around them.

“Take cover!” Ben shouted as he dove behind a
rock.

Whoosh, thud. Another arrow made
contact with the chuck wagon, reminding Will he was still out in
the open. Adrenaline kicked in as he ducked behind the closest
boulder.

“Snake, you have a rifle over there?” Will
asked as he saw him crouch behind the chuck wagon.

Rifle fire coming from the wagon
answered.

Propping his rifle on the top of the boulder,
Will raised his head just enough to sight in one of the enemy.
Squeezing the trigger released the bullet from its chamber, sending
the butt of the gun kicking back against his shoulder. The bullet
pierced the naked chest cavity of one of the natives, throwing him
from his painted horse.

Peering around the edge of the boulder, Will
trained his gun on one of the savages that kept Covington and Pace
pinned down some yards away with little cover. Just as the Indian
released an arrow, the bullet pierced his arm, causing him to drop
his weapon. The arrow made swift contact, penetrating Pace’s arm.
As Pace cursed loudly in pain, he shifted his revolver to his other
hand, sending the shot of death through the offender’s skull.

Covington shook violently as he tried to
reload his rifle. With no protection, he and Pace remained the
primary focus of the attackers. Another arrow flew past the young
wrangler’s head, causing him to drop the cartridge from his
unsteady hands. The arrow landed in the center of Pace’s thigh,
bringing on a new string of insults, followed by the rapid firing
of his pistol. By the time Pace needed to reload, Covington finally
managed to secure a usable cartridge in his rifle.

Owens shimmied his way over to Will, sharing
the protection of the large boulder. As both Owens and Will fired
off another round, Pedro and Whitten took cover behind another
large rock near Ben. There was no sign of Jed or Malone, yet.

As Will tried to pick a target, arrow volleys
filled the sky with the deadly projectiles, making accurate aim
impossible. Horses galloped in rhythm to the breakneck pounding of
his heart. High pitched shrieks from the enemy added to the
strained atmosphere. He fired randomly at the nearest sound, hoping
his shot connected.

To his right, Snake flattened himself on his
belly under the chuck wagon to get better aim and provide more
cover fire for Covington and Pace. Covington moved behind Pace at
his command, still unable to control his turbulent shaking. Pace
continued firing at buckskin-clad savages.

Pedro, being fast at reloading the
mussel-loading rifles, handed reloaded rifles to Whitten. Whitten
then fired while Pedro reloaded the next rifle. They continued
rotating rifles to get shots in quicker. Will was never more
thankful for his breech loading rifle, for he fired off three times
between each of Whitten’s shots even though he could no longer take
careful aim.

Still, there was no sign of Jed or
Malone.

As the number of arrows flying around him
began to decrease, Will peeked around the rock protecting him and
Owens. The smell of spent gun powder hung heavy in the air. His
heart pounded loudly in his ears as he tried to take a steadying
breath. Surveying the area, he noted several dead Indians scattered
in awkward positions on the ground. Just as he inched out from the
cover, he saw him—an Indian boy, not more than sixteen—with an
arrow pointed directly at Will’s heart. He was going to die.

Before Will could consider his options, the
bow and arrow limply slipped from boy’s fingers as he fell forward.
A muffled sound—did he say help?—reached Will’s ears as the boy hit
the ground hard. Several arrows protruded from the boy’s back. The
scene confused Will. Had they hit one of their own
intentionally?

Still uncertain, Will swiped his left hand
across his chest, confirming the expected arrow never made
contact.

Two more shots rang out before the remaining
renegades fled, taking a large number of cattle with them.

Letting go of his held breath, Will called
out to rally the men and assess the damage, his heart still pumping
hard from his close encounter. Ben, Pedro, and Whitten appeared
fine. Although Whitten looked a mite pale. Covington sat next to
Pace rocking back and forth—numb, and clearly in shock. The ornery
Pace sat with his teeth gritted, picking the arrows out of his
bloody leg. Snake was at his side in an instant with knife and
medical supplies ready to relieve him of the unwanted
adornments.

Will snapped his head towards the sound of
rapid hoof beats pounding closer. Jed rode toward them leading a
horse with Malone slumped over covered in dozens of arrows. A good
bit of blood soaked the side of Malone’s mare. Ben hurried over to
assist. Shaking his head slightly, his grim expression told Will
that Malone was gone. Jed nearly tumbled off his horse. His face
pale, streaked with tears. Will was sure this brought back some
painful memories for the boy who lost his entire family to an
Indian attack.

Stirring from the dreadful scene before him,
Will leaped into action. “Pedro, Miguel, Whitten, and Owens—go
control that herd! Take the breech loading rifles and extra bullets
with you. At any sign of trouble shoot twice and we’ll send more
men out. After you’re sure it’s safe, send Whitten back with the
head count. Ben, check the wounded Indians. You know what to
do.”

The men scattered into action. Snake appeared
to have things under control with Pace, judging by the string of
profanity spewing from his mouth as each arrow was extracted. Will
ushered Jed over near the group and began to look for injuries.
There was a lot of blood on him, but Will could not find any
wounds. It must have come from Malone. Jed waved him off, so Will
took some time to help Covington.

“Stand up, son. Let’s get you some water,” he
said as he led Covington over to the wagon a few feet away. After
Covington took a few sips, he heaved, dumping the contents of his
stomach at the toes of Will’s boots. Will sat him down next to the
wagon to drink more water, slower this time. Gradually his shaking
subsided. When he appeared settled, Will left him to help Ben.

“Looks like we’ve got six dead Indians, and
this wounded one,” said Ben, pointing to the boy that nearly killed
Will.

Still perplexed over why they shot one of
their own, Will knelt to take a closer look. The boy had sandy
colored hair, much lighter than any Indian he had ever seen. He
noticed several bruises on the boy’s arms and his bare back showed
several scars. Was it possible he was not an Indian, but a captive?
Something just did not make sense.

As Ben took care of the dead, Will borrowed
some whiskey and bandages from Snake. Taking his own knife, he
began the slow process of removing the arrows from the boy’s back.
He cleaned the wounds with some whiskey before bandaging him up.
Not sure where else to put the boy, he left him there for now,
kicking any weapons from his reach.

Standing slowly, Will made his way to the
horses. Looked like two of his best horses were badly wounded, so
he led them a short distance from the camp. Then, as much as it
pained him to do so, he put them down. He already had fewer horses
than what was ideal for this length of a drive. Losing two would
mean fewer fresh mounts for the rotation.

As he stepped back into camp, Whitten rode in
to report.

“We’ve been able to account for all but three
hundred head. I’m going back out to help the boys in case we run
into any more trouble,” Whitten stated as he turned his horse
around.

Mounting his stallion, Will asked Ben to take
care of things at camp, including the young Indian. He followed
Whitten out to the herd, needing reassurance that things were under
control. With Malone gone and Pace injured, that left him with only
four men for the first shift and two, plus him, for the second.
Even if he assigned only one at flank, that left him one outrider
and one drag rider, leaving the point position at the front of the
herd unmanned. He would have to shuffle men around so he could pull
double duty to cover the gaps.

Once the cattle were secure and out of
danger, he went back to camp to check on things. After dismounting
and tying his horse with the others, Will pulled Ben aside.

“We’re down one man, two horses, and three
hundred head,” he confided. “Is there any chance Pace will be able
to ride?” The question sounded absurd to his own ears as it left
his lips.

“He ain’t looking so good. Lost a lot of
blood. Snake says he passed out before he had all the arrows out.
Time will tell, but don’t expect him to be much good for a
while.”

The losses of the day started gnawing at
Will. He refused to listen to the voice trying to tell him he
failed and he let down his men. They needed a strong leader, like
his father, right now. Will knew he had that same strength within
him. He could do this. He had to.

“We will need to rig up a litter for Pace and
for the Indian boy,” he said.

“Some of the boys are not gonna take to
having an injun travel with us,” Ben advised.

Will struggled to keep the tension from his
voice. “What would you have me do? Leave the boy for dead? Did you
see his injuries? That bruising and the scars are not a sign of him
being a valued member of their party. They fired on
him.”
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