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“A man can die. He is glorious when he calmly accepts death; but when he fights like a tiger, when he stands at bay his back to the wall, a broken weapon in his hand, bloody, defiant, game to the end, then he is sublime. Then he wrings respect from the souls of even his bitterest foes. Then he is avenged even in his death.”

Zane Grey
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Chapter 1
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“THE YANKEES ARE COMING, PECOS!” Andy yelled at the top of his lungs while riding toward me as fast as a thirteen-year-old boy could, his yellow hair bouncing under his brown hat.

I hopped into the sorrel’s saddle and headed for him. All around the former Confederate soldiers who worked here as ranch hands pulled weapons and looked to me for orders. It was a gut reaction. The war was over and had been for years, but they’d all seen a lot of attacks by the Union cavalry until that terrible struggle came to an end. They were ready to fight.

“Relax,” I yelled to all close enough to hear me. “This isn’t an attack.” Reluctantly they holstered their pistols but their eyes stayed locked on the rocks that separated the ranch from the outside world where the soldiers would soon appear through a winding passage between them.

I stopped the sorrel and held out my arms so the boy would stop his horse beside me.

“Pecos,” he went on, excited and gasping for a breath, “it’s the Yankee soldiers Colonel Brantley always said would come to kill us. They’re here. Aren’t we gonna fight them?”

“Calm down, Andy. I told you before that the war has long been over. Colonel Brantley told those tales to keep the men under his control. He had to make them think the war was not over yet and they were still soldiers under his command. It worked for a while but now Brantley is dead and they all know the truth. They might be uneasy about their former enemy showing up here but there won’t be any fighting.”

“Promise,” he asked in that way he had when he looked for reassurance.

“I promise, son. You don’t have to worry. Look on the bright side. These soldiers will be the first visitors we’ve had since Esther and I took over the Bar D Ranch.”

He gave me his charming grin. “I guess I didn’t think of that.”

“Let’s greet our guests. Act nice and be polite like she taught you,” I told him.

As we rode together toward the opening in the rocks a trail worn Yankee officer in a blue forage cap, followed by four ragged troopers and a grizzled old sergeant driving a buckboard, all came around a turn and onto the ranch. The slender, baby-faced lieutenant stopped his men about ten feet from us and approached slowly, reining in his mount in front of me.

“I’m Lt. Calvin Crawford of the United States Army on route to Fort Concho. I’m looking for an army scout named Pecos Quinn. I was told he was here. We’re in need of help with a wounded prisoner from an encounter we had with wild Indians up north.”

“How many Indians, Lieutenant? How far north?” I asked.

“When I meet Pecos Quinn I’ll brief him,” he replied with a snap.

“Do you have any idea what kind of Indians you tangled with?”

“Sir, one Indian is the same as another.”

“Hey, that ain’t so,” Andy yelled as he stood up in his stirrups. “It must’ve been Comanche you fought with. They’re about the meanest around. Everybody knows that.”

Crawford’s back went straight, his eyes glared at Andy. “I’m a West Point graduate and an officer in the United States Army by order of the President. Who are you to tell me my job?”

I put my hand out to quiet Andy. “The boy is my son, Lieutenant, and it’s clear he knows more about the local Indians than you do. Now where is the wounded Comanche?”

Crawford sneered at what I’d said before he jerked a thumb toward the buckboard. “The Indian’s in the wagon,” he said, “if he’s still alive.”

The old sergeant lifted his head up showing me his scruffy gray speckled beard. “Oh, tis still some fight in him, Lieutenant, and if looks could kill tis dead ye’d be by now.”

“I told you before Sergeant Kailey, Indians can’t understand English.”

“Yes, sir, tis right ye are but this particular Indian seems to follow yer every word.”

I gave my sorrel a nudge. “I need to see the prisoner.” I rode up beside the buckboard where a young boy about the same age as Andy lay hogtied on top of bags of supplies. Blood oozed from an uncovered wound in his side but his eyes were strong and stared hard into mine.

I looked back to Crawford. “Didn’t that fancy Yankee school teach you how to treat the wounds of everyone on the battlefield, even your enemies?” I growled.

“This is an Indian boy. He wouldn’t have helped us if the situation had been reversed.”

“No, even this boy would have tortured you in horrible ways until you begged to die, and still he would punish you more, but that’s no reason you couldn’t show him a little compassion.”

“Pecos,” my foreman spoke up, “should I rustle up Doc Burns?”

“On the double, Nick,” I told him and he sped off through the passage at once.

“Sergeant, take this boy to my house.” I ordered and then looked to my son. “Show him the way, Andy.” Without waiting for permission from his commanding officer the good sergeant whipped his horses, pulled around the mounted troops and headed off.

“Crawford, follow me, I’ll see if we can get some hot food for your men.”

We left the four troopers with the cook. Supper was almost ready and they looked forward to a good meal for a change. Then I led the Lieutenant toward the ranch house.

“You never answered my question, sir,” Crawford said as soon as we rode off.

I gave him a serious look. “What is it you want?”

“Are you Pecos Quinn, the army scout?”

“I worked for the Yankee Army for a few years. How do you know my name?”

“Major Daily was briefed by General Sherman in Washington. Unfortunately, Dailey was killed in the action that cost most of our troop. The savages ambushed us. We didn’t have a chance. He gave me the information before he died, at least as much as he could.”

“I’m done fighting Comanche, Lieutenant. They should be on a reservation near Fort Sill now. If they aren’t it’s your problem, not mine. I’ve got a wife, a son and a ranch to run.”

“Not all of those Indians are on that reservation.”

I stopped riding and stared directly into his eyes. “Exactly what are you saying, Crawford? Do you mean there are more Comanche on the loose, maybe ready to raid my ranch?”

“I’m brand new to this man’s army, Mr. Quinn, and fresh from the military academy at West Point. Still, I realize my limitations, but I tried to get as much from the major as possible.” He pulled a paper from the inside pocket of his tunic and opened it. “The Indians are gathering in a place that the Mexicans call Llano Estacado—”

“The Staked Plains,” I muttered. “It’s long been a Comanche hideout.”

“Sir,” the Lieutenant asked.

“That’s what Texans call a huge plateau that rises near a mile above the prairie below the start of the Red River between here and Indian Territory. It’s the heart of the Comanche nation.”

“Daily said this plateau is hundreds of square miles. Word from the Indian scouts tells us that a new chief has called for all Comanche to follow him. They leave the reservation in large groups, even Kiowa and some Apache join him. The Major thought he gets stronger by the day. For some reason he believed that the Indians who attacked us were close to this chief. It could be he was there. If that’s true then the Indian boy is important to them. Dailey wants you to take him back and hopefully you can find out about this Indian leader and what he’s up to.”

“And what good will it do the army when the Indians peel my skin from my bones with a dull knife. I’m not known as a friend of the Comanche, Crawford.”

“But you could bring back valuable information.”

“If I come back at all,” I growled. “Dead men don’t travel far.”

“Major Dailey thought you were the only man who could do it.”

“Dailey has never put as much value in my life as I do.” I urged my horse onward. “We need to get this boy out of the wagon and into bed. The doctor will be here soon.”

“Am I to understand you will decline Major Dailey’s request, Mr. Quinn?”

“If you think this is such a cakewalk, Crawford, you take the boy back to his tribe.”

He didn’t answer, almost like he had nothing to say. Then he turned to face me as I rode beside him. “If you don’t go, sir, I’ll have to. Major Dailey ordered me to do it if you couldn’t be found or weren’t willing. He thought it might be hard to convince you.”

“Damn Dailey. His orders once got a lot of good men killed. I’m lucky to still be alive. Most Texans who scouted for him died a long time ago. You won’t stand a chance.”

“It’s my duty sir. I must do it if you don’t.”

“Then you’re a fool, the Comanche will butcher you, and it won’t be pleasant.”

He hesitated again and I heard him suck in a deep breath. “I’m an officer in the United States Army and I’ve taken an oath. I intend to follow orders no matter what.”

“Comanche don’t care about your damn oath. You’re a blue belly, a long knife. Your kind has run them out of their land, their homes. They hate you. They’ll tear you to pieces.”

The lieutenant sat ramrod straight, eyes forward, chin up, but I could see the color drain from his face as the reality of what I’d said to him sank in. Still, I knew he wouldn’t back down. He couldn’t. The idea of duty, honor and country had been pounded into his head. Not one new officer from West Point that I’d fought with understood. In a scrap with the Comanche their ultimate duty was to stay alive. To live was an honor granted by God, and by living to fight one more time they would serve their country in the best way possible.

Kailey and the wagon waited in front of my ranch house. Andy’s horse was tied to the rail beside it. Just as we dismounted Esther came out of the door wearing a dark green gingham apron over a lighter green calico dress. She looked hard at the gray-haired trooper dressed in a dirty blue uniform who sat in the buckboard, and worry suddenly filled her pretty brown eyes.

“There’s an Indian boy in the wagon. He’s shot in the side,” I said to her.

“Andy told me. He’s Comanche isn’t he, Paul?” she asked, calling me by my given name.

“No doubt and still full of fire. A group of Comanche ambushed the soldiers and killed most of them. Somehow, they managed to catch this boy. He might be important.”

I walked to the wagon. That gave her the courage to come after me and she looked in the back. “Has anyone gone after the doctor?” she asked.

“Nick Farley went. Let’s get the boy inside. Maybe we can stop the bleeding.”

“Are you sure? I worry about a Comanche in my house.”

“Would you rather he died?”

“No! No, you’re right. We have to help him,” she said but didn’t sound thrilled about it.

The boy watched us from the wagon bed, his eyes alert and flitting from Esther to me and back again. I couldn’t see a trace of fear about him. His face was defiant. He would try to escape if given the tiniest opportunity. He wore a superbly made necklace of bear claws, perhaps a token for a particular tribe or clan. He seemed to be close to Andy’s age. His chest was bare and he had on the normal breechclout and leggings of a Comanche man, but his were of soft leather, well-tanned and supple with a finely made fringe along the seams. His feet were clad in equally well-made shoes with thick buffalo hide soles and softer antelope leather uppers.

He knew something was up and shrank back toward the front of the wagon and away from me, at least as far as he could tied up like he was. “Take it easy, boy. No one will hurt you,” I told him and would swear his eyebrows went up like he didn’t believe me, but to do that he had to understand me. Could it be Sergeant Kailey was right? Did the boy speak English?

Andy burst out of the ranch house door and raced this way. “Pecos,” he yelled. “I got the Comanche some water and chicken. I bet he’s hungry and thirsty.” He raced up with a water skin in one hand and half a roast chicken in the other. He held them up so the boy could see.

The Indian’s eyes grew wide. The corners of his mouth twitched. Andy was right. He must be very hungry and thirsty. My bet was he’d had no food or water since Lieutenant “by the book” Crawford had taken him prisoner.

I decided to ask. “Has this boy been fed or given water, Kailey?”

The sergeant gave me a look that said it all. “I’ll not be aware of such, me lad.”

“I thought so. He’s probably afraid we’ll poison him.”

“Shan’t doubt that, sir,” Kailey replied.

“I gave him food and water last night,” Crawford corrected. “He refused it.”

“I’m sure he did, Lieutenant.” I turned to Andy. “Will you take a sip of water, son? Then offer some to the Indian.”

Andy lifted the skin up above his face and squeezed, shooting a visible stream into his open mouth. Then he held the skin near the Comanche. The boy opened his mouth and let Andy squirt a healthy amount into it. He seemed to relish the water and I knew he needed it after riding all day under the hot sun. But next Andy held up the chicken and took a bite from the wing. The Indian watched intently as Andy chewed, swallowed then passed the rest to him. His hands were still tied but he had just enough rope to reach his mouth with the food. He made quick work of the bird. Then he threw the bones over the side of the wagon onto the ground.

“Hey, don’t do that,” Andy yelled.

The boy’s eyes darted back to Andy. He glared at him, more confused than anything else. “Dogs eat,” he said just as Esther went over and picked up the bones he’d tossed away.

Kailey wore a smug ‘I told you so’ grin while Crawford looked like he’d seen a ghost.

“My name’s Andy. I never met a real Comanche before,” my son said with the biggest smile I’d ever seen from him smeared across his face.

The Indian looked from one of us to the other, perhaps expecting a trick. At last his eyes found Andy again. “I Cuervo Verde,” he said.

“Cuervo Verde,” I repeated. “That means Green Crow, doesn’t it?” I asked.

“Soon a great Comanche leader,” he said proudly and puffed out his chest.

“I’m Pecos Quinn and this is my son,” I pointed to Andy. “You’re a guest on our ranch. You’ll be treated well. I sent for a doctor to look at the gunshot wound you have. He’ll be here soon. Meanwhile I want to get you inside and see if we can stop the bleeding. Can you walk?”

His eye darted around again. Finally, they settled back on me. “Doctor?” he asked.

“A medicine man, a healer.”

He turned toward Crawford, rage in his eyes. “Shoot Cuervo. Try kill me.”

“No one will hurt you while you’re here. You’ll be treated well,” I told him.

“White eyes lie!” he hissed, his bitterness now turned on me. “To my people you are called Comanche Hunter. You bring Long Knives to kill Quahadi.”

“I brought the soldiers, but if your people had gone to the reservation there would have been no one killed.”

He spit over the wagon’s side. “Reservation death for my people.”

“I know that now. I’ve seen it. I’ve been to Fort Sill. It’s a terrible place. But you can’t run the white man off the plains. There are too many. They won’t stop. I’ve been to your camps after the Blue Bellies attacked them. That was worse than the reservation. Many were dead—”

“My people—” he said, cutting me off.

“But I’ve also seen the homes of white settlers, peaceful men with families, raided by Comanche,” I went on, not allowing him to take away from the cold facts I had to say to him. “The brutality of those attacks was beyond belief. Those people were not at war with Indians. They only wanted a place to raise a family. The Blue Bellies will use their deaths as a reason to kill every one of your people they can find until all Comanche are gone from this land.”

“You wrong, Comanche Hunter. Quanah fills bellies of women and children, then fills warrior hearts with hot fire of revenge against white man for what they do to Comanche people. We gather now in most sacred place. Soon mighty braves ride against white eyes and retake homeland. Then you die, White Eye.” he ranted, his words breathy and full of venom.

I grinned at his hate filled outburst. I had no doubt the Comanche would kill me if they could, especially if they knew who I was and had given me a name, but this boy needed my help right now. He just might be a window into the heart of this new chief he’d called Quanah.

“Sergeant, will you cut the boy loose from the wagon?”

“Aye, Mr. Quinn, that I shall. And if I were in yer shoes I’d be watching me backside.” He pulled out a wide bladed knife and sliced the rope free from the wagon.

The boy moved his arms to test his new freedom. His hands and feet were still bound however so he couldn’t run or fight. He glowered at me. “Cuervo still captive.”

“Yes, you are, for now, but if you give me your word as a Comanche warrior that you won’t try to escape or harm anyone here, then I will set you free. You will stay in my house and eat with my family. You will be treated with the respect a guest deserves and when your wound is healed you will be free to return to your sacred homeland.”

The boy looked from me to Crawford. His eyes turned brooding. I could feel his anger. The Lieutenant had shot him. He wouldn’t forget and a Comanche never forgave a white man.

“Tell the boy you won’t hurt him while he’s here. Crawford. Swear it to him,” I ordered.

“Don’t tell me what to do. I’m an officer—”

“You’re a fool,” I yelled “You are also a guest on my ranch. You have a choice. You can honor my pledge to this boy to keep him safe while he is here or you can get back on that tired army nag and get the hell off the Bar D Ranch right now. You’ve got to the count of ten.” I gave him a heartbeat or two to let what I said sink in, and then I started counting. “One, two, three ...”

I got up to nine before Crawford threw up his hands.

“Stop,” he called. “I’ll do what you say.”

“Don’t tell me, tell it to the man you shot.”

“Yeah, yeah, I guess I should,” he stammered then looked straight at the Indian. “On my honor as an officer I swear to do you no harm while you are here on the ranch of Mr. Quinn.”

As soon as he’d said the words he turned his head from the boy and from me, “Will that suffice Mr. Quinn?” he asked in a sharp, mocking way that left me unconvinced.

But Cuervo seemed unfazed by my concerns. “Cuervo will do as you say,” he told me.

“Cut him loose, Sergeant, then we’ll get him inside. The doc should be here soon.”

Kailey hopped into the back of the buckboard and cut the ropes around Cuervo’s ankles. When he moved up, still with the big knife in his hand, to free the boy’s wrist the Comanche pulled back and drew his legs under his body, ready to spring to his feet.

“Take it easy, laddie, I’ll not be hurting ye with this pig sticker.”

Cuervo’s eyes narrowed. He looked to me.

“The Blue Belly won’t hurt you. He only wants to cut the ropes on your wrists,” I told him, placing my hands together then pulling them apart to show what I meant.

He stared at me as I spoke then stuck his hands out towards Kailey. The sergeant cut through the ropes and Cuervo shook them away while looking from side to side as if expecting someone to come after him.

“Don’t worry, Cuervo,” Andy said. “Nobody’s gonna hurt you. My Pa promised.”

The boy’s head moved from Kailey to Andy then back to me before he glared across the wagon at Crawford. “Cuervo hear words of Andy. He speak true.”

With one hand on the wooden side of the wagon bed he pushed himself up to his feet. He stood there for a short while before taking two careful steps toward the back of the buckboard where Andy waited for him. I walked over. Andy and I helped him to the ground. Then we let him stand on his own to see how he did.

“Can you walk, Cuervo?” I asked.

“Cuervo warrior, he walk.” He took a step toward me and nearly tumbled to the ground.

Andy was right there to grab him. Then he wrapped the boy’s arm over his shoulder. “Here, lean on me,” he said. “I know where we’re going anyhow. You can stay in my room. It’s real nice and inside the house it’s cooler than out here,” he told Cuervo as they made their way toward the Mexican style adobe home.

Esther stood a little off to the side twisting a kerchief in her hands and looking terribly worried. “Paul, do you think it wise for Andy to share his room with that boy?”

“He has to stay somewhere and it looks to me like Andy is making a friend.”

“I certainly hope so. Supper’s nearly ready. I’ll see to it,” she said.

“And I’ll take care of our guests,” I told her as she headed to the door. Then I looked back to the wagon. “Lieutenant, Sergeant, I have a bottle of French brandy that the previous owner of this fine house left behind for my pleasure. Can I offer you a drink?”

“Twould be an honor, sir,” Kailey piped in at once.

“Thank you, Mr. Quinn. I’m pleased you haven’t thrown me to the wolves after what you said in your last few comments,” Crawford told me, sounding a bit humbled.

“Crawford, you’re obviously a smart, dedicated young officer, but you’re on the frontier now and not fighting the enemy you were trained to take on. I’m trying to save your life.”

“Tis the same as I’ve told the good Lieutenant many times, Mr. Quinn, but he’ll be a by the book officer, like so many I’ve served with fighting Comanche. Most died young, they did.”

“That’s enough, Sergeant Kailey,” barked Crawford.

“Sergeant, I expect you been in the army a while. Am I right?” I asked.

“Aye, that’ll be God’s honest truth. Twas at Fort Leavenworth where I started as a know nothing buck private keeping the trail to Santa Fe open. Then came the war with Mexico and I headed off with General Kearny to California, but me and most of his horse soldiers wound up in old Mexico. After Texas joined the Union I found meself at Ft. Belknap fighting Comanche. Then came the last war, and the best I can say is that the only wayward son a me saintly mother came through that hell unhurt, and now, with the luck of the Irish, I’m back fighting Comanche.”

“That’s a lot of experience with Comanche, Kailey,” I said as we walked into the house.

“Aye, too much to live as long as I’ve been here,” he said in a lighthearted way.

“Have a seat, gentlemen,” I said and swept my arm around a big room furnished with a number of leather covered chairs and heavy oak tables, most with a fancy lamp on top. A large stone fireplace sat across from three multi-paned windows side by side on the outside wall. Stout wood beams crossed above us and contrasted nicely with the plastered and whitewashed ceiling.

I took a bottle and three glasses from a cabinet and poured each man a drink. “Here’s to your continued good health in what could be a whole new conflict with the Indians.”

Everyone’s eyes turned to the window as a horse raced up to the house. I saw Nick Farley leap off and run to the open door.

“Pecos,” he yelled as he came into the room. “Doc Burns is on his way.”

“Thanks Nick, have some brandy,” I offered.

“Don’t mind if I do,” he took the glass and had a sip. A tall, slim man with the weathered skin of someone who worked the land, he’d traded in the old rebel cavalry hat he’d worn when I got here last summer on a new wide brimmed felt one. He’d folded the front brim back on it, like many sergeants did so they could more easily yell orders into the face of their wayward troops.

I introduced him to the Yankees who stood to meet him. After the customary handshakes I went on. “In the war Nick was a sergeant. Now he’s my foreman, and a darn good one, too.”

“Weird, ain’t it,” he said. “This place is near the end of the earth. It’s hot, dry and there isn’t much around except cows and sage brush, but I’m a lucky man to work for Mr. Quinn.”

Crawford glared at me again, his eyes hard. “If this man was a sergeant under you, Mr. Quinn, then you were both in the late war.”

“I was a cavalry officer, Lieutenant. Before that I fought Comanche some with the Texas Rangers and afterwards I scouted them for the Yankee horse soldiers.”

“Forgive me, sir,” Crawford began, anger dripping from his words. “Could you explain to me why a member of the side that lost the last war has a right to tell me how to treat the soldiers under my command?”

I walked closer to him, my own eyes locked into his. “I suggest you down that brandy fast because if you make one more stupid statement to me I’ll knock you flat on your tail.”

The hackles on his back went up like a treed bobcat. Fire spewed from his cold dark eyes.

I stepped right into his face like a top sergeant would a raw recruit. “Don’t say a word, Crawford. For your information it isn’t my job to advise you on how to lead men. That’s something you’ll have to learn yourself. But I did try to save your stinking life and it looks to me like I came up short. If you want to live when fighting Indians, the first thing you need to do is forget what they taught you at West Point. If you’re not willing to do that I suggest you look around the ranch for a nice spot where you’d like to spend eternity. If I can find enough of your rotten carcass after the Comanche finish with you I’ll dig a hole and plant you there.”

I shut up and scowled at him with a look that could melt him into a puddle of candlewax. Then I turned on my heel and barked, “Sergeant Farley, take over here.” And I strode off.

Farley walked right up to Crawford who was a tall man but Nick towered over him by a full hand at least. “Stand at attention, soldier,” he growled. “You may be an officer in the Union Army but you didn’t fight in the last war. You’ve never had a scrap with any enemy until you ran across Comanche on the way here. To my best estimate you lost three quarters of your unit and were damn lucky to escape with your own life. I suggest that if you value that life you listen to Captain Quinn. He’s the best officer I ever saw. He won’t lie to you. Am I clear,” he roared.

The Lieutenant’s face burned red. “My father is a senator for the state of New York. We are a proud family. I will not be talked down to like that.” He turned to me. “With respects, sir, I shall dine at the mess hall with my men. Please convey my apologies to your wife.”

“Suit yourself, Crawford, but you’ll miss a fine supper,” I told him.

“Good day, gentlemen,” he snapped, then spun and marched out the door.

“If the Comanche are really massing for another fracas, that man doesn’t have long to live. He’s way too arrogant to listen,” I said to no one in particular. Then I went to the window and watched as Crawford mounted and rode away. Along the wagon road that ran here from the gap in the rocks I could see a buggy heading this way. It had to be Doc Burns.

Nick Farley walked to the door. “I’ll take all the horses to the barn, Pecos. Sergeant Kailey, you stick around. You seem to have more sense than your lieutenant. After all those years of army food you’ll be in for a real treat at supper. Mrs. Quinn is quite the cook.”

“Sergeant Farley, I’ll be grateful to ye for taking care of the army’s mounts.”

Nick stopped at the door, grinning wide. “I’ll be back for supper, Pecos.”

I pulled him aside as he stepped out. “Post guards all around the ranch. We may have unwelcome visitors. Warn the men to keep their weapons close tonight. It’s best to be careful.”

He nodded. “I understand. I’ll have them run three shifts,” he said then quickly rode off.

I turned to Kailey. “The Indian boy was shot in the back way more than a day ago. The ball went out the front. Now he’s starting to fester. What happened? Why did Crawford lie?”

He walked over to the brandy bottle and refilled his glass before turning to me. “Twarn’t so much a lie as a half-truth. Twas the Lieutenant what shot the lad in the back. He’d gone ahead alone. The boy must’ve been by himself along a stream. We heard the shot and come at the run but there weren’t any Comanche around. We put the lad in the wagon and went on. Twas two days later they jumped us. We were all dead men until the good sergeant shot their leader. He was hurt but didn’t fall off his pinto. Still they ran. We buried our dead and headed here. Twas this morning we learned where ye was.”

“Now I see why Lieutenant Crawford was so touchy with me. He’s responsible for the whole hubbub. Who talked him into bringing the boy here?”

“Twould be Major Dailey, sir. The Lieutenant took orders like a good cadet, he did.”

“And Dailey filled him in about me in the two days before the Comanche attack.”

“Aye, that he did.”

“How did they surprise you so badly, and I assume they did by your casualties.”

“Aye, there be little cover anywhere about until we come to a small pine woods, only a few scattered trees mind ye, but enough for Comanche. Dailey sent a scout ahead of us. We heard nothing from him so we rode on. After the battle we found the scout on the far side of the woods. Twern’t pretty.”

“I can imagine. I’ve seen Comanche handiwork before.”

“They killed most of us in one volley, arrows and rifle fire. Twas ten men I’d say went down then. The Major ordered a retreat to a small gully thinking to give us some cover while he stood in the open, firing his Colt to keep the rascals heads down. That’s when he’ll be hit, but he made it back to us. Two, three more with him didn’t. Then the Comanche went to work on them we’d left in the woods. Their screams went on till sundown.” He downed the brandy in his glass.

“Twas in the wagon I stayed and neither shot nor arrow came close,” he went on. “The Indians must be knowing the boy was in the back. I had me Springfield resting on the seat in front of me, cocked and ready to fire. And then they all went stone quiet and I’ll be sure they’ll come fer us soon. When all at once a big Indian rode to the middle of the trail ahead and raised his own rifle high. The sun bounced off the brass of it, it did. I drew a bead on him and fired. He let out a cry, dropped the gun and rode west. The Comanche raced after him.”

“And you think the man you shot was the new chief, the one the boy called Quanah,” I asked as I poured more brandy into his glass.

“Tis a smooth nip ye pour, sir,” he said with a smile but then turned somber. “But aye, he’ll be the new chief. I seen it afore, if the head man leaves the battle they’ll all go.”

“You’ve been in your share of Indian fights, Kailey. That much is clear, but how are you at making peace with them?”

“Tain’t never tried, Captain.”

I looked hard at him, stunned that he’d called me Captain. “How did you know that?”

“Ye served under Colonel Brantley with the Thirty-ninth Texas. After the war ye were a scout for Major Dailey under the name Pecos Quinn. I worked for Dailey too. Ye were the best scout he had. Now I’ll be finding ya here on the ranch where that same Colonel Brantley came after the war with those troops he had left that stuck with him. Tweren’t hard to put together.”

“I reckon not, if anyone cared enough about it.”

“Major Dailey did. He wanted to get ye a commission in his command. Ye’d be a second lieutenant like Crawford, but it would be under Dailey ye’d serve. He needed ye with yet another Comanche scrap coming down the pike.”

“I told you already, I’m done fighting Comanche.”

“And ye told the Major too, ye did, back when ye walked out of his office last year.”

“I suppose I was a bit direct.”

“He didn’t hold it against ye. He needed yer help. Now he’ll be dead. There’ll be another Comanche war as sure as an Irishman likes whiskey and it’ll fall right into General Mackenzie’s lap, it will. He’s the new commander of the Fourth Cavalry. He’ll show the Indians no quarter.”

“Dailey did everything he could think of to keep me on as a scout. He never offered me a commission though. Now he’s dead and both Crawford and you are trying to get me involved again. How many times do I have to tell you—”

“You’re done with the Comanche,” Kailey butted in. “And because ye refuse to help, Dailey was forced to give the most critical opportunity for peace in the southern plains to a raw second lieutenant who seems to lack the common sense the Good Lord saw fit to bestow upon even the most common jackass in the barnyard. Is that what ye want?”

“There have been many talks between Americans and the chiefs of a number of Indian tribes. Most of them have gone to the reservations already. The Indian wars were over. They certainly don’t need me, and Crawford’s scalp will soon grace some warriors lodge pole. He won’t get a chance to talk.”

“Aye, that’ll be God’s awful truth. Twill be the death of him. But ye could do it.”

“I see it clear now. You learned all the wily ways of Major Horace T. Dailey. Well, they will no longer work on me. I’m now a former army scout and a happily married rancher.”

“Aye, and this ranch is probably closest to the Llano Estacado than any other.”

“Meaning they’ll attack my place first.”

“When they learn tis here the hated Comanche Hunter will be they’ll come fer ye.”

I sucked down a deep breath. Kailey had a point, a serious one, but footsteps approached and I turned to see Doc Burns, with the sleeves on his white shirt rolled up to his elbows and brown suspenders holding up his baggy gray trousers, hurrying to the open door with his black doctor bag in his left hand. Behind him Nick Farley was already headed to the barn in the Doc’s buggy.

“I hear you have a wounded Comanche here, Pecos?” he said as soon as he saw me.

“It’s good to see you, Doctor. He’s in Andy’s room.”

“Under guard, I hope.”

“Andy’s with him.”

He raised an eyebrow at my answer. “Is he bad hurt?”

“The ball went through his side but it’s festering.”

“It’s good you sent for me,” he said and kept walking.

I followed. Outside the boy’s room Doc stopped and looked in. “May I come in, Andy?”

“Oh hi, Doc, sure,” Andy answered in a soft voice.

I followed Burns into the room. Cuervo lay on the narrow bed unmoving, eyes closed. A small wooden foot locker was against the foot of the bed. Andy sat in a slat backed chair in the corner. The doc walked right up to the Indian boy and put a hand around his wrist. Then he felt his forehead and mumbled something to himself. He reached into his black bag and pulled out a hearing trumpet, placed one end on Cuervo’s chest and listened in the other.

He tossed the trumpet back in the bag and looked to Andy. “Has he been like this for long, son?” he asked.

“No, sir. We were talking about the buffalo hide tent he lived in and he went to sleep.”

“Well, that’s probably good for him. I’m going to need some hot water and bandages. Can you ask Esther if she can get them for me, please?”

Always eager to help, Andy hopped to his feet. “Sure Doc,” he said and ran off.

Doc waited until Andy was out of earshot then turned to me. “Can you help me roll the boy over, Pecos?”

We got Cuervo on his side so that Doc could look at the wound from both front and back. The boy didn’t wake up. But to my eyes the red, festering, pus filled laceration where the rifle ball entered his back looked a lot worse than the front side had.

Then Andy rushed into the room. “This is stuff Esther said you can use for bandages and here’s the water.” He put down the cloth on the bed and the pot on the trunk. “Is he alright?”

“He’s a very sick boy,” Doc said.

“Can you fix him?” Andy asked. I easily heard the worry in his words.

“He’s young and very fit. That will help.”

Andy’s eyes looked down to the clay tile floor. “That doesn’t sound very good, sir.”

“Well, the good news is that nothing inside him was damaged by the shot. It went through muscle and tissue and that will heal in time. But he’s developing blood poisoning. If I can’t stop it he won’t stand a chance.”

“You can stop it, Doc,” Andy told him real quiet like. “I know you can.”

“I’m only human, son. I can try. That’s all I can do. I’ll get as much of the poison out as possible. Then it’s up to this boy to fight off the rest, but our bodies can do amazing things.”

“Then Cuervo will be all right?” Andy declared, now sounding excited.

“I didn’t say that. I’m a doctor. I can’t tell the future. It’s up to the boy, and God.”

“I still think you can do it, Doc,” Andy told him in a softer but still strong voice.

Burns turned to me. “I’ll have to cut him to get the poison out. It’ll be messy. I need to concentrate. Why don’t you both wait in the main room? I’ll let you know how it went.”

I knew he wanted me to take Andy out of the room and he had good reason. “Sure thing, Doc,” I told him. “Come on Andy. We need to leave Doctor Burns alone so he can help Cuervo.”

“Okay Pecos, but I’m worried,” he said as he headed to the door. “He was telling me about where he lived when he fell asleep. I thought he would wake up when you came in.”

I shut the door behind us.
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ANDY and I went into the main room where we found Kailey staring through the front window. “Tis a fine ranch ye have here, Mr. Quinn—”

“Pecos, Sergeant, call me Pecos, please.”

“Then Pecos it shall be. Me own good mum dubbed her wayward son as Conner.”

“Thank you, Conner, it is a remarkable ranch, isolated behind the rocks like it is people will ride along the trail you came down and never know we’re here.”

“The Comanche won’t miss it, ye know.”

“No, they won’t, and if the boy dies our Comanche trouble could get worse, fast.”

“Do ye think they’ll come looking fer the boy again?”

“They came after you didn’t they, Conner?”

“Aye, that they did, but could me rifle shot in their leader change things?”

“I doubt it, but it may have delayed them.”

“Pecos,” Andy called, “do you think the Comanche will come here for Cuervo?”

“It’s possible.”

“Will they try to kill us?”

“They might, or they could slip him out of here unseen.”

“But what if he wants to stay,” Andy asked.

“You might want him to stay, son, but he’ll want to go back to his people.”

Andy thought about that for a bit then nodded. “I guess I would too.”

Then Esther walked in. “Supper will be ready soon. Will Doctor Burns be long?”

I grinned and shook my head. “The mysterious Doctor Burns does not tell fortunes.”

“I hope he’ll be finished in time to eat,” she said. “Can you give me a hand in the kitchen?”

“That I can certainly do,” I agreed and turned to Kailey. “Conner, perhaps you could explain the ways of the Comanche to Andy while I’m on kitchen duty.”

“Aye, Pecos, but for that ye’ll need to be gone far longer than me hunger can stand.”

I smiled at him then turned to Esther. “Come, dear,” I said and led her from the room.

As soon as we were in the hall by the kitchen she was in my arms. “Oh Paul, I heard you tell Sergeant Kailey that you were afraid the Comanche could come here looking for that boy. I’m terrified it might happen. Please tell me it won’t.”

“I don’t think they’ll come here, Esther, but I can’t be sure. Hopefully Doc Burns will be successful and Crawford and Kailey can take the boy back to his tribe soon.”

“What if the boy dies?”

“I don’t know, but we have twenty-five men here, all former soldiers. More than a third fought Comanche before the war. We’re well armed and have plenty of supplies. The Comanche would be hard pressed to attack us. I don’t think it’s something they want to do.”

“But they could still kill some of us. I know how they are, Paul. I’m scared.”

I pulled her to me. “I’m here. I’ll do all I can keep us safe.”

“Are you going with that young soldier to take the boy back?”

“Where did you hear that?” I wondered.

“I heard that sergeant talking to you.”

“You were prying.”

She pushed away from me. “Damn it, Paul. That Indian is in Andy’s room. Doesn’t that bother you? It scares me to death.”

I looked down and frowned. “It bothers me too. But Andy’s making friends with that boy. He’s lived most of his life here along the Pecos River far away from anyone else his age. He’s never had a playmate or a friend. That bothers me more. But imagine how things might change if we could make friends with the Comanche like Andy is doing with Cuervo. Maybe they will start something that can stop this bloodshed. I know I’ve had enough of it. I hope everyone has.”

She threw her arms around me again and pulled me close. “Oh Paul, I hope you’re right, but still I could lose both you and Andy. I’ve lost so much in my life. I couldn’t stand that.”

I held her tight. “You aren’t going to lose anyone. We’re all going to stay right here.”

“Promise,” she asked, sounding a lot like Andy.

“You have my word,” I said and meant it.

The door to Andy’s room opened and Doc Burns stepped into the hall, his bag in his hand. He nodded to Esther, his face an unreadable mask. “Good evening, Mrs. Quinn.”

“Supper’s about ready, Doctor. Are you?” she asked.

“I’m always ready for your wonderful cooking,” he said with a smile.

“How’s the Indian boy, Doc.” I wondered. “Will he live?”

“I did the best for him I could. He’s still unconscious. That was fortunate for him. I don’t know if even a Comanche could take what I had to do to get that poison out.”

“I know you did your best but you didn’t answer my question, Doc. Will he live?”

“I’ve told you before, Pecos, I’m a doctor not a fortune teller.”

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I told him just as a loud commotion came from the front door.

Then I heard Nick Farley, “Pecos, where are you?”

“I’m in the hall by the kitchen.”

Nick burst through the door in no time. “That baby faced Lieutenant ordered one of his troopers onto the rocks to watch the passage in here. The guy reports that he saw an Indian on the trail heading south. The Yankees are all in a dither. I thought you ought to know.”

“Damn Crawford. The man is more trouble than he’s worth,” I griped. “If Comanche are here for the boy no Indian would ride down the trail in plain view of our ranch. If one of them wanted to kill us we wouldn’t see his shadow until he was ready to take our scalp.”

“That was probably Charlie Two Toes,” Doc said, “the old Navajo who works at the store below my office. He rides back to his wickiup about this time every day.”

“I suppose Crawford has gotten everybody up in arms over this and I’m going to have to get over to the bunkhouse and calm things down.”

“That would be a good idea, Pecos. The Lieutenant told me that it was treason to interfere with an army officer involved in fighting the enemy.”

“It’s treason for that West Point school to put out army officers who cannot distinguish a Comanche war party from an old Navajo grandfather.”

“I brought your horse back from the barn.”

“Thanks, Nick, I guess.” I turned to Esther. “Go ahead and eat. Don’t wait for me.”

She had on her defiant look. “I cooked dinner for you and Andy as well as our guests. I’m sure these gentlemen will be happy to wait on their host before they dine.”
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