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      It has taken me two years to write White Crow. During that time I have, through research, come to hold the Crow Indians of The Yellowstone and the Vaqueros of Old California in high regard. The Crow had to be great warriors as everyone (Other Tribes) was more significant in population and wanted the Crow lands and their horses. The Crow were excellent horsemen, and their war ponies were coveted by the other tribes. The Vaqueros were also brave and legendary horsemen; from the Vaqueros, evolved the American Cowboy.

      

      I respectfully dedicate this story to both.
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      Juan Ortiz sat astride his horse watching his prey below. Ortiz, hidden by trees, wrinkled his nose at the foul odor of rotten eggs. The smell was coming from the hot sulfur springs at the base of the hill. Overlooking the hill quilted in spring flowers, Juan counted three two-wheeled ox carts, four armed men, eight women and as many children. While the men were talking and watching the children, the women were scrubbing great heaps of white linens in the waters of the hot springs.

      When Ortiz raised his hand, six men rode out through the trees and joined him. The horsemen and Ortiz wore sombreros, vests over simple white shirts and chaps over their leather trousers. They were all armed with muskets, pistols, and knives. The man next to Ortiz stood in his stirrups and looked down the slope. He eased back in his saddle and looked expectantly at Ortiz.

      Ortiz told the man, “Chico, take three men and move down the hill and stay out of sight. I will take the rest and attack from here. When we start firing and have their attention, you attack from the rear. There are only four men. It should be simple and quick.”

      On a nearby hill, two men dressed in buckskins were watching Ortiz and his men.

      “That looks like trouble,” said Isaiah Crow, the larger of the two men. “Those folks at the springs won't stand a chance.”

      “Bandits! Those bastardos will kill the men and children, but it will be worse for the women. They will rape and abuse them. When they tire of them, they will sell them on the black market as slaves,” said LeRue.

      “That just doesn't sit well with me; how about you?”

      “I figure we could be of some help,” said LeRue matter-of-factly.

      “It looks like they are going to split up. I'll follow the ridge from here so I can get a shot at the leader. If you ride fast on the backside, you can pick off some of the second bunch from behind.”

      With a nod, LeRue spurred his mount with his heels and began racing through the trees.

      “Come on boy,” Crow said to his mount, “let's make some wolf meat.”
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      At the hot springs, the women were on their knees, scrubbing the wet, heavy linens on the rocks in the hot, smelly, water. With their sun-browned hands and a rock, they rubbed and washed the fabric to a bright white. There was a sense of pride that their Don had three carts of linens. The other ranchos were envious of such wealth.

      As the four-armed vaqueros smoked and talked, they appeared casual and unaware, but they had positioned themselves so they could keep an eye on their charges and the surrounding area.

      The children were playing chase when the bandit leader fired the first shot. The women dropped the linens and immediately ran to the children. The men shouldered their muskets ready to meet the threat.

      From the trees, five horsemen came charging down the hill. As the horse's hooves churned clods of sod into the air, Ortiz fired his musket, the heavy lead ball striking one of the guards in his leg.

      Behind the bandits, Crow raised his rifle and fired. The ball hit Ortiz between the shoulders. Dead, he fell from his saddle. Crow let out a hair-raising war-whoop and charged down the hill.

      Hidden by the hill, the second group of bandits, having heard the shooting, charged. From behind the bandits, LeRue aimed at the last villain in the group and pulled the trigger. His shot hit the bandit dead-center in the small of his back, knocking him from his saddle. He gripped his rifle in one hand and drew a war-hawk from his belt with the other. As he caught up with the unsuspecting bandits from behind, one by one, he began to kill them.

      At first, the guards at the hot springs could not believe their eyes. The bandits were charging, chased by a wild man on horseback, a rifle in one hand an axe in the other. As he caught up with the bandits, he began to kill them with his axe. The guards, quickly regaining their senses, joined the fight. It was over in moments. Seven bandits lay dead or dying as their horses fled across the fields.

      Crow and LeRue rode up to the group at the springs. The women were comforting the children, while two men tended to the wounded guard. From the group, one man, younger than the rest but better dressed, greeted their rescuers. He saw before him, two men. The tall one had broad shoulders and a full beard that enhanced his blue eyes. He wore his thick black hair in a pompadour that was caught up in a woven net at the nape of his neck. The second man was a bit smaller. His beard could not hide the smile on his face as he said in Spanish, “Hola, me llamo Jacques LeRue, y esto es Isaias Crow. ¿ Habla usted Inglés? (Hello, I am called Jacques LeRue, and this is Isaiah Crow. Do you speak English?)”

      The young man, handsome with a gracious smile, replied in English, “I am Carlos Batista.”

      Crow stepped down from his saddle. “My compadré and I were on the hill when we saw the bandits. It looks like we got them all. How's your man? Is he going to make it?”

      “Yes, I think he will have supper with his wife tonight. Thanks to you, we will all go home.”

      “We are going to San Diego. Is it far?” asked Crow.

      “It is several days ride from here. However, first, I must take you to my father, Hernando Batista. He would never forgive me if I did not bring you home so that he could thank you for what you have done.”

      “That is right kind of you. We have been traveling a long way and could do with a rest. Perhaps we could buy some supplies?”

      “But of course. We will finish here and return to the rancho.” Carlos turned to one of his men. “Take one of the horses. Tell my father what has happened here. Tell him that we are all safe, but will be later than usual. Go now!” He called to one of the men tending to the wounded man, “José, collect the weapons from these bastardos. See if you recognize any of them.”

      The sun was beginning to cast shadows as the oxen plodded along pulling the three carts stacked high with the washed linen. Alongside each ox, one of the older boys would occasionally encourage the beast with a long staff. The children and most of the women sat atop the linens on the first two carts. The wounded man lay under a blanket on top of the linens in the last cart.

      Later, as the procession began to climb a hill, Crow saw a man on horseback appear at the top accompanied by six armed men. Crow and LeRue immediately readied their rifles.

      “It is my father! Do not shoot!” shouted Carlos.

      The horsemen arrived in a cloud of dust. One man pulled up next to Carlos. Crow saw the concern mixed with anger on the face of the man. “You are all right, Carlos?”

      “I am fine father, thanks to these two men.” Reining his mount around, Carlos continued, “This is Isaiah Crow and his compadré Jacques LeRue. They saved our lives with great courage.”

      The older man, tall and lean, his dark face clean-shaven, maneuvered his mount between Crow and LeRue and offered his hand to each man. In English, he said, “I am Hernando Batista. I thank you for saving my son and my people. We will escort you back to the rancho. We will have something to eat, and we can talk.” Next, Hernando greeted each of the guards, “I hear you fought bravely. You each will be rewarded.” He moved to the cart and the wounded man who tried to rise. “No, no, stay still. We will take you home. Your family knows that you live, and they are waiting.”

      Hernando nodded at his son. Carlos raised his hand and motioning toward the hill called out, “¡Vamos a casa! (Let us go home!)”
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      As the horsemen and carts arrived at the rancho, a crowd of more than twenty people shouted greetings. The group was mostly vaqueros and Indian house servants. A woman and a young girl stood in front of the group. As the carts stopped and the men dismounted, everyone rushed forward to greet their friends and loved ones.

      Crow and LeRue stood apart from the others. They watched as Hernando and Carlos approached them with the woman and the girl. Crow was struck by the beauty of the girl. Though she was young, she had a presence about her. Hernando said to the women, “These men are Señor Crow and Señor LeRue. They are responsible for the safe return of Carlos and the others. This is my wife, Señora Carmen Batista and our daughter, Francisca.”

      The woman and the girl wore bright, white dresses. Each had their hair pulled back in a bun. The woman was striking in her mature beauty. With a voice pleasant to the ear, she said in Spanish, “Welcome to our home. I am grateful to you both for saving the lives of my son and our people.”

      Crow, obviously uncomfortable, turned to LeRue. LeRue responded, “Estamos encantados de que podríamos estar de servicio. (We are happy that we could be of service.)”

      “You speak Spanish well Señor LeRue,” replied Señora Batista.

      “I'm a Texican Señora and a citizen of Mexico. Isaiah speaks some Spanish, but is not fluent.”

      In English, she replied, “We will try to speak English until you are comfortable, Señor Crow. We are preparing a meal for you, but you will want to freshen yourselves first.” The Señora motioned to one of the Indian servants who rushed over. “Take these gentlemen to the guest room.” To Crow and LeRue she said, “I will send Carlos for you when the meal is ready.”

      As Crow and LeRue were led to the hacienda, Francisca turned to her brother. “They are interesting men.”

      Carlos, at first distracted, looked at the two departing men and then at his sister. “Yes, interesting, and perhaps… handsome?”

      Francisca's face flushed, “I meant only in the way they dress and speak!”

      Carlos, with a knowing smile that seemed to infuriate his sister more, replied “Of course, the way they dress and talk. They are fascinating.”

      Before Francisca could respond, her mother said, “Come, Francisca, we must see that everything is ready for our guests.”

      With an indignant glare at her brother, Francisca joined her mother as she walked to the hacienda.

      Hernando, placing his hand on his son's shoulder asked. “Do I owe these men, Carlos?”

      “Yes father, we had no idea the bandits were on the hill. Crow and his friend did not have to do what they did. Had they not stepped in, we all would have died.”

      “The man Crow, there is something about him, something different.”

      “LeRue told me on the ride back that Indians raised Crow. Do you see that shirt he wears under his coat, with the tufts of hair and the quill work? LeRue said that is a Crow Indian war-shirt, and that Crow had been what is called a Dog Soldier.”

      “I am looking forward to dinner. I want to learn more about these men.”

      Carlos, remembering Francisca's reaction to Crow thought, 'You are not the only one who wants to learn more, father.'

      Carlos and his father headed to the hacienda. In one of the small whitewashed cottages, the wounded vaquero lay upon his bed. His face was slowly regaining its color. His anxious wife sat, while his two teenage sons stood next to the bed. “I will be fine. The ball passed through. You must not worry.”

      His wife, silent tears slowly rolling down her cheeks, reached out and took his callused hand. “We could not help but to be concerned about you.”

      One of the boys asked, “Poppa, the two men in buckskins, they saved your lives?”

      “Oh, you should have seen it!” his father replied, a spark of excitement in his eyes. “The big one, the one called Crow; he shot the bandit leader while riding on horseback! He let out a yell that made our hair stand on end. He had an axe in his hand, and he rode right into the middle of those bandits! It was something to see. He is el Guerrero (a warrior)!”

      The boys were spellbound as their father told his story. Later, after their father slipped off into sleep, they met with the other young men who lived at the rancho. The story spread about the buckskin Guerreros and the one they now called 'el hombre con el hacha' ('the man with the axe').
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      In a guest room of the hacienda, LeRue and Crow were changing their shirts. The red woolen shirts were prized possessions and were worn only for special occasions. Crow, like LeRue, wore his shirt outside his pants. He had just tied his belt around his waist and was reaching for his knife when LeRue said, “It would not be proper to go armed to dinner.”

      “Nothing?” asked Crow.

      “Nothing!” replied LeRue. “Our rifles and knives will stay here in the room. Everything will be safe, as will we.”

      Reluctantly, Crow left the knife. “Should we bring a gift for our host?”

      LeRue went into his pack and brought out a bundle of furs. Moving to the bed, he placed the bundle on the bed and removed the fur wrap. Inside was a jug with a cork in its spout, sealed with wax. “I figured I would give 'em a taste of corn whiskey,” said LeRue.

      Crow turned and went to his possibles bag and rummaged around inside it. From the bag, he removed a leather pouch, the size of his opened hand. The leather was nearly white, with a leather drawstring at its opening and decorated on both sides with colorful beadwork and geometric designs with black-and-white quills. “I will give this,” said Crow.

      There was a knock at the door. LeRue went to the door and opened it. Standing in the hallway was Carlos. “Ah, I see you are ready,” he said to LeRue.

      LeRue opened the door wider, “Please, come in.”

      As Carlos entered the room, Crow returned to his possibles bag and reached inside. He withdrew a knife in a highly decorated sheath. He turned to Carlos and handed the knife to him. “You fought well today and have brought us to your home. I want you to have this.”

      Carlos took the sheathed knife and marveled at the intricate beadwork on the scabbard. He took the stag-horn handle in his hand and withdrew the knife. The blade was thick at the top. Its honed edge slightly curved to a clip point. The point was sharpened upper and lower. Carlos positioned the guard at the side of his open palm and smiled at the balance of the knife. “This is a beautiful gift. Where did you obtain such a knife if I may ask?”

      “I made the blade from an old butcher knife. The handle is from the antlers of an elk I killed. The sheath is from a buffalo hide. I did the beadwork during the winter so that I would not get cabin fever.”

      “I will carry this with pride! Muchas gracias, amigo. And now, let us eat! My mother and sister have had an excellent meal prepared.”

      Led by Carlos, Crow and LeRue entered a large room where a long table commanded the center. Crow and LeRue, more accustomed to a one-room cabin or more often, eating around a campfire, were nearly overwhelmed. Six high-backed leather-upholstered chairs lined each side of the table. There were two slightly more ornate chairs at each end.

      Carmen and Francisca had changed for the occasion, wearing colorful formal gowns. Crow had to force himself not to stare at Francisca. LeRue, the jug of whiskey cradled in his hands, leaned close to Crow and said, “Are you all right my friend, you look a little flushed.”

      Glancing at LeRue, Crow caught the knowing smile on his friend's face. Before he could speak, LeRue stepped away.

      “Gentlemen, welcome,” said Hernando. LeRue moved over to Hernando and presented him the jug. “We thought you might enjoy this. It is what we call bourbon whiskey. At the last rendezvous, a man from Kentucky brought this. It is made from corn and is amazingly smooth.”

      Hernando took the jug, flashing a satisfied smile at LeRue. “Gracias. Perhaps we will have a taste after our meal.” Hernando was placing the jug in the middle of the table when Crow stepped up to him.

      “Señor Batista, I thank you for your hospitality and want you to have this.” He handed the beaded leather bag to his host.

      Hernando took the bag in his hands and examined it, and looked up at Crow. “This is beautiful. The beadwork is exquisite. May I ask where you acquired this?”

      “I made it. The leather is from a mountain sheep. Our winters are long, it kept us busy and out of trouble,” Crow said with a smile.

      Carlos joined in by saying, “Look at the workmanship of this father.” Carlos handed the knife Crow had given him to his father. Hernando pulled the knife from its scabbard and turned it side to side in his hand. He returned the blade to its sheath and ran his fingers lightly along the design on the leather. Looking up at Crow, he asked, “Another winter?”

      Crow smiled and nodded. “Don Hernando, your son fought well today. It is something I want him to have.”

      Hernando handed the knife back to Carlos. He looked with pride at his son and thought, 'If this man speaks of your courage, it is a great compliment I think.'

      Carmen, placing a hand on Hernando's forearm said, “Come, let us take our seats. The meal is ready.”

      As they began to take their seats, Crow heard the tones of silver spurs on the tiled floor. Crow looked to his left and saw a man, perhaps thirty years of age, enter the room. His black hair was combed straight back, close to his scalp ending in a queue at the back of his head. His green eyes accented by his dark, clean-shaven face; his bearing projected strength and self-importance.

      Crow did not like him.

      Don Hernando, who was about to sit, stood up. “Ah, Hector.” Stepping around the table, he greeted Hector. Turning to Crow and LeRue, he said, “Hector, these are our guests, Isaiah Crow and Jacques LeRue. Gentlemen, this is Hector Camacho; he runs the rancho.”

      Hector flashed a brilliant smile full of white teeth. With a slight bow, he said, “I have heard of your courage and thank you for the saving of Carlos and the others.” Turning to Hernando, he continued, “I apologize for being late. I stopped and talked to the vaqueros about the banditos. None of our men recognized any of them.”

      “We will talk of this later. For now, let us eat before the food becomes cold.”

      Crow felt a pang of jealousy when Hector took a seat next to Francisca. He was sure his full beard had hidden any facial expression he might have shown. His thoughts were interrupted by Hernando, “Here sit to my right Isaiah, and Jacque, you sit next to him.”

      The meal was roast beef and vegetables with a hearty wine. The glasses were never allowed to go empty. Crow quickly learned to drink slowly. LeRue, on the other hand, seemed capable of drinking unlimited quantities. LeRue told them that he and Crow were what the Americanos called Mountain Men and that they had been trappers. The wanderlust brought them to California with a man named Jedadiah Smith. When Smith had turned north, Crow and LeRue had decided to stay. That was when they had come to the hot springs and the bandits.

      Near the end of the meal, Carmen announced, “It is getting late. If you will excuse us, Francisca and I will retire now.”

      As the two women began to get up from the table, Hernando and Hector quickly stood and helped the ladies with their chairs. Saying their goodnights, the women left the room. Hernando and Hector returned to their seats. Hernando motioned to one of the servants who immediately came to Hernando's side.

      “Bring us glasses. We will drink from Señor LeRue's gift. Glasses were soon placed in front of each man, while one of the servants poured the amber liquid into the glasses. Hernando raised his glass followed by the men at the table, “Salud!” The response was in unison, “Salud!”

      “Ah, that is muchas grande,” said an obviously pleased Hernando. “That warms the soul.”

      “I am pleased that you like it,” responded LeRue.

      His glass in hand, Hernando leaned back in his chair and said, “Señor Crow, it has been mentioned to me that you once lived with the Indians. May I ask how that happened?”

      Crow took a moment and said, “My parents were killed by Blackfoot raiders. Crow Indians found and adopted me.

      It was now that he realized that the wine followed by the whiskey had hit LeRue. “Tell them, tell them the whole story. It is a fascinating account.”

      “Yes, please tell us,” insisted Hernando. “I would like to hear it.”

      With a moment's hesitation, Crow began…. “My parents apparently were settlers, traveling west when…”

      EIGHTEEN YEARS EARLIER, AMERICAN GREAT PLAINS

      Brian Pringle and his family were on the high plains of America looking for a place to settle. Brian walked alongside the oxen, guiding them with his walking-staff. His wife Elizabeth sat in the back of the covered wagon with their two-year-old son, little Brian. Brushing the hair from her face, she smiled as her son struggled to open a small wooden box. She kept her bits of “precious” in that box which included a cross Brian had given to her. It was a Celtic cross made of silver with 'E. Pringle' engraved on the back. Elizabeth reached to take the box from Brian when he managed to open it and scatter the contents.

      “Brian, you must be careful! Now help pick these up.”

      A short distance from the wagon, hidden in a fold of land, a war-party of Blackfoot raiders watched the travelers. With a hand signal from their leader, the Raiders broke the silence with their war-cries. The pounding hooves of their war-ponies shook the ground as they charged.

      Brian desperately tried to get his musket from the wagon, but it had become wedged under the seat. He heard a shot from the back of the wagon as Elizabeth protected their son and met the challenge. Unable to retrieve his musket, Brian gave a Celtic war-cry and swung his massive walking staff, knocking a rider from his mount. Another well-placed strike of the staff cracked the warrior's skull. Brian sagged, as an arrow hit him in the thigh. Regaining his footing, he struck a mighty blow with his staff to the forelegs of a passing war-pony. The war-pony stumbled, sending the rider over its head. In fear and agony, the war-pony danced around stomping on the fallen warrior.

      When Elizabeth heard the war-cries, she pushed Little Brian to the floor of the wagon and grabbed her musket. A Blackfoot warrior tried jumping on the wagon. She shot his painted face. With no time to reload, she grabbed for an axe they kept in the wagon, but an arrow struck her in the back. Mortally wounded, Elizabeth fell forward, covering little Brian. The last thing she saw was her silver cross in the small hands of her son.

      This was not to be a good day for the Blackfoot raiders. The raiders had lost three braves and one war-pony. Now, from nowhere, came a band of Crow, the mortal enemy of the Blackfoot. The Crow made short work of the Blackfoot raiders, who were intent on plundering the wagon.

      The Crow leader, Broken Leg, clambered into the wagon where he found Elizabeth and the dead warrior in the back of the wagon. He spied the small hand of little Brian, protruding from under his dead mother, still clutching the silver cross. Roughly, he pushed Elizabeth's body aside with his foot. Little Brian, now covered in his mother's blood, stared up at the Crow warrior with his father's piercing blue eyes.

      Broken Leg picked up the child and held him out at arm's length. His memory flashed to his wife and her grief at the death of their infant son. Reaching down, Broken Leg pulled at a blanket that the dead woman laid on. Pulling it free, he wrapped the baby in the blanket and stepped from the wagon onto his war-pony. One of the Crow warriors joined him. Broken Leg showed him the child, “The child will need to eat soon. I will ride ahead. You gather what you want from here.” With that, he galloped away.

      It was evening when Broken Leg entered the Crow encampment. He knew the child must be hungry, but it had never cried out during the long ride. Broken Leg was already developing pride for this boy who had come into his life. As he dismounted in front of his tipi, his wife, Yellow Leaf, stepped out to greet him.

      “I have brought you a son. He is hungry and needs a mother.” Yellow Leaf took the bundle and pulled at a corner of the blanket. A boy child of nearly two years looked at her with startling blue eyes. He reached out with both arms and smiled. Without a word, Yellow Leaf turned with the child in her arms and reentered the tipi.

      BACK TO THE PRESENT

      “So these Indians took you in, and adopted you, so to speak?” Hector asked tauntingly.

      Crow did not like the tone of Hector's question. Before he could say what was on his mind, LeRue reached across and squeezed the top of Crow's thigh…hard. Relaxing, Crow said, “It is not unusual for Indians to adopt a child into the tribe. Broken Leg is a war-chief and has a high standing in the tribe. He and Yellow Leaf became my parents.”

      Hector watched Crow for a moment. He was sure that his taunt had gotten to the Mountain Man, but to look at him now, he could not tell.

      “So Señor Crow,” continued Carlos, “what is a Dog Soldier? LeRue described a shirt that you wore earlier as a war-shirt. Please tell us about this.”

      Crow looked at LeRue, who had suddenly found something interesting on his pant leg. “You tell them LeRue,” said Crow. LeRue, looking up from his pant leg reached over, picked up his glass and had a sip of whiskey. Setting his glass down, LeRue said, “A Dog Soldier is a warrior, chosen from the bravest of the tribe. They wear a red sash around their waist and carry a sacred arrow. When they fight, there is no retreat. They pick their stand and stake one end of the sash to the ground with the sacred arrow.”

      Hector looked at Crow with interest, 'Do not underestimate this man who lives with Indians,' he thought.

      LeRue took another sip from his glass and continued. “The Dog Soldier is also the protector of widows and orphans of the tribe. When he returns from a raid, he gives away whatever he has captured so that his charges can live comfortably. He keeps nothing for himself, he lives a spiritual life. That is how Isaiah got his name. His friend, Putnam, named him after the saint of widows and orphans, Isaiah.”

      Hernando looked at the young man next to him and wondered, 'What kind of man stands his ground and fights, yet has the goodness of heart to help others?' Aloud, Hernando asked, “The shirt you had on, the war-shirt, is that what you wore when you were a Dog Soldier?”

      This time Crow answered, “When I joined up with the Mountain Men it was a sign to the Indians we met, that I was a warrior. It helped us keep our hair.”

      Hernando, picked up his glass, and holding it up he said, “It is late. The day has been a long one for all of us. Let us retire for the evening. We can talk again tomorrow; Salud!”

      Raising their glasses to their host, they said in unison, “Salud!”
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      Francisca had just finished getting ready for bed when there was a knock at her bedroom door. A click of the latch and her mother entered. It was a ritual that the two had, brushing each other's hair. Francisca took a seat on a backless upholstered bench that was placed in front of a dressing table with an adjustable mirror. She watched in the mirror as her mother removed the combs that held her hair in place, and combed it out with her fingers.

      “I envy the thickness of your hair,” said Carmen, taking Francisca's hair in her hand. She straightened and smoothed it. “It is well past your waist. You have been truly blessed.”

      Carmen, reaching over Francisca's shoulder for a hairbrush said, “Señor Crow appears to be very much a man, but he is also very rough in his manners. Señor LeRue is much more the gentleman. It must be his French-Mexican background that makes him so.”

      Carmen picked up the hairbrush from the table and began brushing her daughter's hair. “So, did you find the after-dinner conversation interesting?”

      Francisca's heart leaped. She stared at her mother's reflection. As Carmen brushed her daughter's hair, the corners of her mouth curled up slightly, indicating she knew she had guessed correctly. Francisca had eavesdropped, listening to the men talking.

      Francisca conveniently bent her head down so her mother could better brush her hair and also so she could not see her blush. “I think they are brave men who saved my brother's life. However, they live with Indians, and they are rough men.”

      Carmen brushed the long black hair, keeping her eyes on the mirror. Her daughter did not look up.
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      Crow and LeRue sat on the huge bed in the guest room. Crow bounced a bit and went to his pack that lay on the floor. He pulled his bedroll out and tossed it on the floor.

      “Too soft?” asked LeRue.

      “Too soft,” replied Crow.

      As Crow spread out the bedroll, LeRue went to his possibles bag and rummaged around inside. He pulled out a straight razor and a pair of scissors. Crow watched with curiosity as LeRue went to a low chest of drawers. A water pitcher and basin sat on top of the chest with a mirror hanging over it. Pulling out a couple of drawers, LeRue found a towel and spread it out flat. He began cutting his beard with the scissors, the hair falling onto the cloth.

      “What are you doing?” asked Crow.

      “Why I am going to skin this wild-man. I thought I'd say 'howdy' to Francisca … when the time is right of course.”

      Crow was surprised by the feeling of jealousy that washed over him at what LeRue had just said. Staring at his friend's reflection in the mirror, he was sure he could see a smirk on LeRue's face, even through his beard. Acting nonchalantly, Crow returned to his pack and pulled out a pair of scissors and a straight razor. Moving up next to LeRue, Crow pointed his chin up and combed his beard from his neck to his chin with the backs of his fingers. “I figure I can take you both, one at a time or together,” he said in a murmur that seemed more threatening than if he had shouted.

      LeRue stopped cutting his beard, “Together? Who together?”

      “Why, Hector and you. He thinks he's got the nod from Hernando for Francisca's affections. I think Hector… and you are going to be disappointed,” Crow said as he began trimming his beard.

      LeRue returned to cutting his beard and thought, 'I knew I saw amour in your eyes tonight my friend. There will be no competition from me. But Hector… I think you may have to kill Hector someday.'

      LeRue started to hum. Picking up his razor, he began to shape his mustache.
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      Shaved and trimmed, Crow and LeRue arose before daylight. They both dressed in their buckskin trousers and red shirts. Crow was again reluctant to leave his rifle behind. For years, it was either in his hand or within grabbing distance. LeRue said nothing when Crow slipped his sheathed Bowie knife into his belt.

      Outside, they could hear the rancho awakening. Men were greeting each other, their voices mixing with the sounds of livestock. LeRue stopped what he was doing and listened. LeRue said, “Sounds like your friend Hector is going to break a horse this morning.”

      Crow finished adjusting his knife and said, “Let's have a look-see.”

      The sun was just beginning to peek over the hills as Crow and LeRue stepped outside. Tied in front of the hacienda were several saddled horses. They could hear a commotion coming from the direction of the corral. Men could be heard yelling encouragement to someone, mixed with the sounds of an enraged horse.

      LeRue looked at Crow questioningly. Crow shrugged his shoulders stepped out into the yard just as the sounds of breaking timber filled the air. From the corral, a magnificent horse, a big gray, came across the yard. It stopped and reared up on its hind legs, pawing at the sky. Crow was already at a dead run when the gray decided to move. It passed close to Crow, who in one swift motion grabbed a handful of the horse's mane. Swinging his legs up, he mounted the big running stallion. LeRue watched as his friend raced off into the dim light of morning.

      In Spanish, a voice said, “We had better mount up and go look after your friend. He will need help.” It was Hector covered in dust, and his forehead was cut and bleeding.

      “I don't think we need to follow. He'll be back. However, my friend, you should do something about that cut.”

      Hector, for the first time, seemed to notice that he was injured. Touching his forehead with his fingers, they came away bloody. “Yes, I will clean up,” he said. Turning on his heel, Hector left. From the entrance of the hacienda, Carlos came to stand next to LeRue.

      “I have never seen such a thing,” he said to LeRue. “He seemed to float up onto the back of that animal.”

      “He's a Crow Indian at heart,” replied LeRue. “They are fine horsemen.”

      “That horse has injured three vaqueros who tried to ride it. Hector was going to show them how to do it this morning.”

      As the two men stared off in the direction where Crow and the horse had disappeared, LeRue thought, 'Ah my friend, now I'm sure you will have to kill this man, Hector.'

      Carlos stopped and reached out to LeRue, who turned to face him. “You have shaved your beard!”

      “Crow and I figured we needed to get civilized.”

      Carlos thought, 'I wonder if Francisca may have inspired this need to shave?'

      It was daylight when Crow rode the now docile, but still spirited, gray stallion into the yard. The vaqueros elbowed each other as man and horse approached the corral. From the gray's back, Crow dropped to the ground and rubbed his hand along the gray's neck. “You have a great heart, my friend,” Crow said to the horse.

      Carlos approached, “He has fought everyone who has tried to ride him.”

      Crow, his hand now resting on the gray's back, gave it a pat. “He has spirit. Once he knew I respected him, he respected me.”

      “He is yours. I do not think anyone will want to try to ride him,” said Carlos with a smile. “Too many that tried are still limping around.”

      Crow said, “Muchas gracias, but are you sure?”

      “He would have been turned loose or killed for meat if no one could break him. Horses are as plentiful as chickens. Have you noticed the horses in the fields with a rope about their necks? Anyone may take and ride them. As you travel cross country, if your horse gets tired, you just saddle another and move on. Here at the rancho, there are many mounts always with a tether. Anyone may take one. So yes my friend, he is yours.”

      LeRue who had joined them, commented, “He is a beautiful animal. Back home you would be the envy, and target, of every Sioux warrior.”

      “They would steal the horse?” asked a surprised Carlos.

      “It is a requirement of many tribes, that to become a war-chief, a warrior must take an enemy's horse or horses,” said Crow.

      “Isaiah here was muy bueno at it. He is known for taking the war-pony of a Blackfoot warrior who had tethered it to his arm while he slept.”

      Carlos looked at his two new friends. 'They are amazing,' he thought. 'Life seems to be an amusement. I like them.' “Come, el desayuno (breakfast) is ready!”

      In her bedroom, Francisca had just finished dressing. Pirouetting in front of her mirror, she liked what she saw. 'I think I will wear a ribbon, the red one that father bought for me,' she thought. 'Oh, I wonder whether that will be too forward? I do not care. I am going to wear it anyway.'

      Going to her dressing table, she opened a wooden cedar box in the shape of a chest. The top and sides had carvings of birds and flowers. It was a gift her brother brought back from Mexico. Francisca removed the red ribbon from the box. It was carefully rolled so there would be no creases. Her fingers deftly circled the fabric around her hair-bun and tied it in a bow. Turning left then right, she looked over her shoulder in the mirror. She was proud of her black hair and flawless olive skin. The white blouse she wore was in beautiful contrast to the red ribbon. It made her feel… mischievous? 'I wonder what father will think? I do not care! I saw how you looked at me last night Señor Crow.' With one more look in the mirror, Francisca headed through the door.

      As the family and guests headed into the dining room, the Indian women in the kitchen were readying breakfast. This morning the kitchen smelled of carne asada (beef), roasted on an iron rod over an open fire. Additionally, there would be chorizo sausage, mixed with spices and ground chilies, a favorite of Hernando Batista. The meat was served with eggs, onions, frijoles refritos, and tortillas. Hot chocolate would be served instead of coffee this morning.

      Carmen and Hernando were already in the room when Francisca entered. Then, from a different doorway, Carlos, Crow, and LeRue came into the room. Several things began to happen at the same time:

      Hernando saw the look on Francisca's face. There was a hint of a smile that had always made him wonder what she was thinking. Next, he noticed that his daughter looked especially radiant this morning. Then he saw the red ribbon.

      Carmen had also seen the red ribbon, and then she saw Crow. He was clean-shaven now, which revealed perhaps one of the most handsome men Carmen had ever seen. His blue eyes and black hair accented his features. She knew immediately why her daughter wore the red ribbon.

      Francisca flushed at the sight of Crow. She had not expected such a handsome man under the thick beard he had been wearing. Then she saw the looks of her mother and father.

      Carmen said, “Francisca, you look lovely this morning.”

      LeRue saved Crow by bringing him back to reality with an elbow in the ribs. Carlos' smile nearly went to laughter at the scene unfolding before him. Much to the relief of his mother and sister, he maintained control and guided Crow and LeRue to their seats at the table. He saved the moment by saying, “Father, Señor Crow rode the gray this morning.”
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      Hector Camacho let his sombrero hang from his neck down his back from its chin strap. His forehead was bandaged where the gray had kicked him. Crow was sitting on the gray, which was casually munching at the sweet spring grass. Hector, Carlos, Crow, and LeRue, sat astride their mounts on a hill overlooking a lush green valley. There were longhorn cattle, as far as the eye could see.

      Carlos stood in his stirrups, and with a sweeping motion of an extended arm said, “The rancho is about 8,000 hectares (20,000 acres). Our main income is derived from cattle and the hide industry. We will be making a trip to San Diego soon to sell our hides and tallow. You will be able to apply for citizenship there if you wish to stay. If you do, be aware that you will have to pledge allegiance to Mexico, and join the Catholic Church. After you do this, you will be on probation for a year, but then you can apply for a land grant.”

      Crow looked over the valley. In his mind's eye, he saw not cattle, but horses. Crow had learned that the Mexicans, although overrun with horses, paid well for fast, well-trained ones. 'I think I see an opportunity here,' he thought. “I might like to do that,” said Crow. “What do you think, LeRue?”

      “I have my papers with me, showing that I'm already a citizen of Mexico and a Catholic. I too think I like this California. If you stay Isaiah, I will stay too.”

      Unseen by the three, Hector's green eyes, blazing with hatred, thought, 'I think maybe these gringos should be dealt with as soon as possible.'

      Carlos, settling onto his saddle, said, “Come, we will check on el lugar de los cráneos.”

      Crow looked questioningly at LeRue.

      LeRue said, “The place of the skulls.”
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      As Crow and LeRue rode side by side with Carlos and Hector, their horses made visible paths through the California spring flowers and lush grass. Looking at the position of the sun, Crow knew it was already late morning.

      Crow smelled it long before he saw it. It was the odor of blood and decaying flesh. On the rolling hills, they began to see dozens of rotting carcasses of skinned cattle. The cattle hides were stretched out in the sun to dry. In the distance, they could hear the bawling of cattle.

      Cresting a hill, the three men stopped. From their vantage point, they saw a corral with restless longhorn cattle. Surrounding the corral were mountains of horned skulls, bleached white by the sun. Near the entrance, were the severed heads of butchered longhorns.

      Inside the corral were two vaqueros on horseback. One had his braided rawhide lariat looped around the rear legs of a Longhorn while the other vaquero controlled the front legs with his. A third man moved in and slit the throat of the struggling animal, and jumped back from the fountain of blood. After the animal died, the vaqueros shook out their lariats and coiled them as they rode, chasing after another Longhorn.

      Carlos said, “This is the slaughter corral. Here the Longhorns are skinned and their hides dried. In another week, we will take the hides to San Diego and to the hide houses. The tallow is placed in bags to be rendered later in San Diego. Ships from the American East Coast and many European countries will sail up and down the California Coast, purchasing hides and tallow. The leather is used to make saddles, chaps, whips, door and window coverings, trousers, hats and so on. Even leather armor for our soldiers.”

      “Carlos,” said Hector, “I will leave you here. I need to speak to the vaqueros at the corral. After that, I will check on the outer south camp.”

      “You will be back late?”

      “Si, I am sure after dark.”

      “Viaje seguro, mi amigo y esté pendiente de bandidos (Ride safe my friend, and watch out for bandits).”

      As Hector rode down the hill toward the corral, Carlos said, “Come, we will return to the rancho. By the time we return it will be time for almuerzo (noon-day meal).”
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      Hector rode toward the slaughter corral. He maneuvered his mount so he could see the hill he had just left. From the corner of his eye, Hector saw the Mountain Men disappear from view behind the hill. He turned his attention to several Indians who were scraping hides. The Indians quickly looked down at their work, intimidated by el jefe's (the boss') glaring green eyes.

      Hector took one more look around, then spurred his horse and rode off at a gallop toward the mountains.

      As the sun peaked in the sky, Hector stopped in the shade of a tree and dismounted. He removed a canteen from his saddle and took a seat beneath the tree. Resting against the trunk, he opened his canteen and took a drink. From behind him, a voice said in Spanish, “I expected you sooner.”

      Without looking back, Hector said, “Carlos and Hernando have taken a liking to the gringos. I had to ride with Carlos to show them around the rancho.”

      The voice asked, “What happened to your head, amigo.”

      “A horse kicked me.”

      With a hint of sarcasm, the voice asked, “The gray the gringo is riding?”

      Hector, scissoring his sturdy legs to stand, came to his full height and angrily faced the trees. “You could easily find yourself in the same hole as the gringos.”

      “I meant no offense,” said the now taut voice.

      Hector stared at the trees, visibly gaining control over his anger. “We will take the hides to San Diego in a week. Either on the way or before we leave, I want those two dead. Make it happen when I am not around, and if you can deal with Carlos, so much the better.”

      “Consider it done. I owe the gringos for the deaths of my men. We missed Carlos at the hot springs because of them. It will not happen again.”

      Hector, his back to the trees, mounted his horse, tied the canteen to the saddle's pommel, and without another word, rode off.

      From a distant hill, two vaqueros watched as Hector rode away. One of the vaqueros, Juan, said to the other, “José that looks like el jefe.”

      “Si, I think you are right.”

      “I wonder what he is doing up here and not stopping to speak with us.”

      “It is certainly strange amigo.”

      Unknown to the vaqueros, a man was watching them from the trees. From the scabbard mounted on his saddle, he withdrew a musket. With the gun in one hand and the horse's reins in the other, he spurred his horse and moved through the trees above the two vaqueros. 'It is a shame that you are here at this time,' he thought, 'pero, lo que es, es (but, what is, is).'
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      Crow, LeRue, and Carlos rode across an open field filled with spring flowers. The brilliant colors were enhanced by a bright blue sky. A multitude of birds sang and squabbled while honey bees hummed as they gather pollen.

      The sun warmed their backs, and the pace was slow. Carlos, who was riding next to Crow, broke the silence. “The other night, you said that you were brought up by the Crow. How is it that you are called Isaiah?”

      Carlos saw a smile on Crow's face. With a knowing nod of his head, Crow said, “That would be Yahoo Putnam who gave me my name. He was a Mountain Man who came to our village for the winter…”

      THE PAST

      THE CROW INDIAN VILLAGE

      The winter wind whistled across the smoke-hole of the tipi, rattling the hide-walls against the lodge poles. Buffalo robes covered the floor. The flickering yellow firelight cast a moving shadow of a man on the walls of the tipi. Yahoo Putnam sat cross-legged as he worked on a broken trap. The slightest bump to the trap, and it would snap shut. Putnam looked up from his work when wind, snow and a young Indian came through the entrance. The young man was handsome, with thick black hair. His hair was so long that it was kept in a net that hung down his back. Putnam eyed the rabbit held in the Indian's hand and smiled.

      “What you got there?” He asked.

      “White Crow gives to you,” he said, handing the dressed rabbit to Putnam.

      “Well set yourself down. I'll stick this critter on the fire. You'll stay and eat?”

      White Crow answered with a flash of teeth in a broad smile. Dropping his buffalo robe to the floor, he squatted by the fire. His blue eyes were watching Putnam's every move as he prepared the rabbit for the cooking fire.

      As Putnam worked, he watched the boy. It was his first winter with this tribe. He'd heard about the white Indian from other trappers but put it off as just another tale told around the fire.

      While the rabbit cooked, Putnam again began to fiddle with the trigger of the trap. White Crow watched Putnam set the trap and placed it on the floor. Taking a stick, he poked the trap from the side. When nothing happened, he poked the trigger, and the jaws snapped shut on the stick.

      “That ought to get it,” he said, as he removed the stick from the jaws and handed it to White Crow. “Here, put that in that sack with the others.”

      White Crow took the trap and pulled the bag to him. There were now sixteen traps inside, cleaned and ready for the spring season. He pulled the drawstring tight then pushed the bag upright. That's when he saw the thick book with water stained pages. The covers had once been black, but wear and moisture had turned them a dirty gray. White Crow opened the book. On the open page, he saw a drawing of a young man dressed in a loincloth. His arm was pulled back with a sling whirling over his head. At the feet of the boy lay a pile of armor. In front of him stood a giant with a spear and a sword, dressed in full armor. White Crow looked up at Putnam questioningly.

      “That's David and Goliath,” said Putnam. “See the armor? The king, David's chief, gave him armor to fight the giant warrior, Goliath. But David didn't use it. David said the Great Spirit would protect him. That's a sling he's using. It can throw a rock like a bullet. He killed Goliath with it, and the enemy soldiers ran away.”

      “He was a Dog Soldier?” asked White Crow.

      “Well no, he was a shepherd. That's a boy who protected the tribe's sheep. He had a vision that told him to fight, and that he would win a great victory and become chief.”

      “What are these?” asked White Crow pointing at the words.

      “Those are words. They tell the story. Here let me show you. “And David went down to the river and selected five round stones and placed them in his pouch.”

      “They say that?”

      “Yes, here.” Putnam placed his finger under each word as he read.

      “You will show me how this is?” asked White Crow.

      “So you want me to teach you how to read, do you?”

      The blue eyes fixed on Putnam's face, “Yes, teach me to read.”

      THE PRESENT

      “Old Putnam worked with me all that winter. He had several books, even some Shakespeare. When spring came, I could get by. Later, there was many a night that we would read to each other.

      “Putnam was born and raised in Virginia. His father grew cotton and tobacco. He was schooled; even had some college. It was at college where his life changed. He met a girl and fell in love. However, a local boy was jealous. He took offense to their relationship and challenged Putnam to a duel. Putnam chose pistols and shot him dead. Well, there was hell to pay. Both boys' families were wealthy and powerful. The duel was in the dead boy's town, so his family had the edge with the law and had Putnam arrested. Sometime during the night, two men who worked for Putnam's father showed up and broke him out of jail. His father met him on the road with a good horse and a bag of coin and sent him on his way. Putnam ended up in Missouri, and because he could read, write and do numbers, he got work with a fur trading company. The next year, he went out with the supply wagon to buy beaver pelts and sell supplies to the Mountain Men. Well, when he returned to Missouri, he quit his job, bought two horses, a set of traps and a Hawken rifle. He headed for the Yellowstone and never looked back.”

      Carlos asked, “Why did they call him Yahoo?”

      “He got the name 'Yahoo' when he'd gone out with the supply train. Putnam had a voice you could hear over a stampede in a thunderstorm. When excited or angry, his voice would rise, and anything with ears could hear him for miles!”

      “So you left the tribe then? You went with Putnam?”

      “Yes, but it wasn't an easy thing to do. I told my father I was excited to go, but that I also felt great pain at leaving. My father, a wise man, said that I should go with the white man and learn their ways. So I went with Putnam. He taught me to read, write and do numbers. Putnam said that I would be with white men and that I should have a Christian name. He named me Isaiah Crow, after the Christian Saint, Isaiah, the protector of widows and orphans, just like a Dog Soldier.

      “We'd trapped together a few seasons, then one day Yahoo started talking in a slurred voice and fell to the ground. I took him back to our camp. When he didn't get better, I built a cabin to protect him from the weather and make him comfortable. He died a short time later.”

      The three men rode in silence for a distance, and then Carlos asked, “So Isaiah, you can read, write and do numbers?”

      “Yes, I can do that.”

      “Amigo, I think you may have a bright future here.”
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      The winded mare began to stagger. When she coughed, Raul, a boy of twelve, nearly fell off. In the bright moonlight, he saw some horses and pointed his mount toward them. Raul saw that one of the horses had a tether around its neck. He rode up, jumped from the unsaddled mare and ran to the other horse. Snatching the rope that was around the horse's neck, the boy grabbed a handful of mane as the horse bolted forward. Using the momentum of the moving horse, he swung himself up and onto its bareback.

      As soon as Raul was mounted, he knew he had picked a good one. Pounding his bare heels into the horse's ribs, he yelled, “Hee-yah!” The small boy, on the large horse, raced across the shadowed, moonlit landscape. The pounding hooves muffled by the thick grass and the vast open space. The lights of the rancho were visible in the distance when the horse began to tire. Raul leaned forward onto the horse's neck and spoke to it, “¡ Vamos muchacho, sólo un poco más lejos (Come on boy, just a little farther)!”

      Carlos, Crow, and LeRue were crossing the yard to the hacienda. The sound of a running horse and someone yelling got their attention. Turning and looking for the rider, they saw a small boy clutching to the mane of a hard-ridden horse.

      “Jefe, jefe, bandidos!” The boy cried, “Bandidos!”

      Carlos, Crow, and LeRue ran alongside the horse, helping to stop the exhausted animal as LeRue lifted Raul from its back.

      “Raul, what has happened?”

      “It is my papa! He and José have been shot! José is dead, but my father is alive! He is too big for me to carry. He needs help, or he will die!”

      “How far?” Carlos asked.

      “I rode two horses to get here. I went looking for him when he did not come home. When I found him, he said a bandit had shot him and José. He knows because the man came to check on them after he shot them. Poppa pretended to be dead, and he saw him.”

      A small crowd of workers began to gather around them. Then, pushing through the crowd, Hector joined them. “What has happened?”

      Carlos replied, “It is Raul. His father and José were shot by bandidos. His father is alive. We must go to him as soon as possible.”

      Crow, placing his hand on the boy's shoulder asked, “Can you find this place in the dark? We have perhaps two more hours of moonlight left.”

      “Si, I can find it easy!”

      Crow turned to Carlos, “With your permission, I have medicines in my possibles bag. I will need six horses, three for me and three for the boy. We will find his father, and I'll do the best I can to help him. If you get a cart and some men to follow us, they will be able to bring him here or to the hacienda.”

      Carlos did not hesitate, “Hector, get men and a cart readied to go. I will see to the horses.”

      LeRue, who was already moving, said, “I'll get our kit. You ain't leaving me behind.”

      “I will need twelve horses then,” said Carlos, “I am going too. Hector, what are you waiting for?”

      Hector, his deadpan face hiding his rage, stomped off.
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      Crow, LeRue, Carlos and the boy, rode bareback. They would lose time by having to change saddles onto fresh mounts. As they raced into the night, Carlos mulled over what Raul had told them, 'Bandidos had shot them. Why would bandits want to kill two vaqueros? They were no threat to them. Perhaps they had seen something they should not have?' Something just did not seem right.

      They had been on their last fresh horse and climbing a hill when Raul hauled his horse up short. He scanned a line of trees near the summit and then pointed and kicked his mount in the ribs and took off again up the hill. The others followed.

      They found Raul's father, unconscious, lying next to a tree, barely alive. A few feet away lay the body of José. Crow, his possibles bag in hand, knelt next to the wounded man. Seeing blood on the man's lips, he shook his head. It bubbled with each labored breath. “LeRue, have Raul help you build a fire to signal the folks on the cart. Carlos, I will need your help to roll him over so I can see the wound.”

      As LeRue and the boy collected firewood for the signal fire, Carlos helped Crow. They placed the wounded man on his stomach. Crow, unceremoniously, took his Bowie knife and slit the clothing up the back and spread it away from the wound. “I'm not sure whether we will be able to save him,” said Crow.

      There were several flashes of sparks. Crow could smell the smoke as the fire started. Raul came over to check on his father. “Will he live Señor Crow?” Crow looked up at the boy. Raul's face was hidden in the shadows, but his voice told Crow of his fear and concern for his father.

      “I don't know. The ball entered his back. If it hit his lung, I can't help him. I've dressed the wound in his back. Now we'll check his chest.” Motioning to Carlos to help, they rolled the wounded man onto his back. Because the clothing had been slit up the back, Crow removed it quickly. He began running his finger over the chest and along the ribs. His hand stopped. He started gently massaging a spot.

      Crow looked up at Raul, “I think your papa is one lucky fellow.” With that, Crow pulled his knife, and with one more exploration with his fingers, cut into the flesh. Blood gushed briefly, and, with a pinch of Crow's fingers over the wound, a lead ball popped out. Crow held it up for all to see. “It should have gone through his lungs, maybe even his heart. However, I think it hit a rib and went into his side. He's not out of danger, but I believe he has a good chance of making it.”

      Raul, who had been stoic through the entire ordeal, broke down and cried. LeRue came over and wrapped an arm around the boy's shoulders. Raul turned and wrapped his arms around the Mountain Man's waist. “Your father will be proud. If not for you, he would have died,” LeRue told him.

      There was the sound of horses in the dark. Crow and LeRue were instantly alert, rifles at the ready. Hector rode out of the darkness with one of the vaqueros. “We saw the fire,” said Hector. “The cart and the others will be here shortly.”

      “I think he will live,” said Crow to Hector. “I got the ball out. I need to sew him up now. By the time the cart gets here, he'll be ready to be moved.”

      Hector turned to Raul, “You were very brave. You are every bit your father's son.” With that, he patted the boy on the shoulder. As Crow finished tending to the wounds, Hector casually looked about. 'From this hill,' he thought, 'these two had a perfect view of my meeting on the hill over there. They must have seen me. He saw them and shot them.' Hector looked again at the unconscious man. Without a word, he went to his horse and mounted up. From the saddle, he took one long look at Raul's father and then rode off into the night.

      LeRue watched him go. 'I don't like that man,' he thought. 'His mouth spoke kindness, but his eyes say something else.'

      A short time later the cart appeared out of the darkness. When asked, the driver said that Hector had headed back to the rancho.
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      It had been a few days since the shooting of the two vaqueros. Raul's father looked like he would survive. Crow took it upon himself to check on the man often and had just arrived at the adobe hut where he was convalescing. Pepe, Raul's father, smiled when the big Mountain Man entered the one-room cottage. “Buenos días mi amigo,” Pepe greeted Crow.

      Crow in halting Spanish replied, “Good morning my friend. I see that you are looking better. Do you feel as good as you look?”

      “Yes, thanks to you! I do not think I will be riding for a while, but I will try walking, maybe tomorrow.”

      “Pepe, Raul said that you saw the bandit that shot you. Did you recognize him?” asked Crow.

      “I do not know this man, but in the past, I have seen him and his men riding in the hills.”

      “Have you any idea why he would want to kill you?”

      “I do not. José and I had just seen el jefe on the next hill. We were curious as to why he had not stopped to see us. Even so, he just rode away. Soon after he left, we were emboscaron (ambushed).”

      “Pepe, I want you to keep this information to yourself. If anyone should ask, do not mention that you saw tu jefe.”

      Pepe studied Crow's face, and said, “I will do this.”

      “Gracias, amigo. I want you to know that Raul is not only brave, but he can also ride with the best of them. I would stand with him by my side any day.”

      Pepe's throat became tight. His eyes glistened with pride, but he could only nod his head in acknowledgment.

      Crow left and headed across the yard to the hacienda. He did not see Hector slip into Pepe's hut.

      “Hey Crow, espere un momento.” It was LeRue. He had begun speaking to Crow in Spanish. The idea being that Crow would become more proficient in the language.

      Crow waited for LeRue to catch up. Speaking in Spanish, Crow said, “I spoke with Pepe. He is much better. He told me that before they got shot, they saw Hector, but that Hector had not contacted them. You know the feeling you get when you know there is something wrong? Like when a grizzly or something is too close? I have that same feeling about Hector.”

      LeRue, now walking alongside his friend said, “I have had that feeling since the first time we met him. I also had the feeling that one of us was going to have to kill him.”

      Crow looked over at his friend. They had saved each other's lives on numerous occasions and had fought side by side against Indians. Crow had never found the man to be wanting. He trusted LeRue in all things.

      “Crow, LeRue!” It was Carlos. He had a big smile on his face as he approached the two men. “My father has decided to leave for San Diego today. In a few days, we will load the hides and tallow on the wagons, and go to meet him there. He goes early to get supplies for Francisca's birthday and her Quinceañera. While we are there, it will also be a chance for you to register with the authorities for citizenship, if you wish to stay.”

      LeRue looked expectantly at Crow. Crow said to Carlos, “I do want to stay. I will register while we are there. You say Francisca is having a birthday?”

      “Ah, it is not just a birthday. It is Francisca's Quinceañera! She will be a young woman and eligible for marriage. There will be muy grande celebrations for three days!”

      LeRue noted the look on Crow's face and thought, 'Oh my friend you have it bad. I saw it as soon as he said “eligible for marriage.” I think whatever comes next will be fascinating.'

      There was a shout. It was Raul. “Señor Crow. My father! He needs help! Please come!” With that, Raul ran back into the hut.

      The three men rushed to follow Raul inside. They found the boy standing next to the bed. Pepe lay on his back in a pool of blood, his dead eyes fixed on the ceiling. His throat had been cut.

      Raul was beside himself with grief. Slowly, he felt his legs lose their strength and his knees buckled. Before Raul could fall, strong hard hands grabbed him. Crow picked the boy up as if he were a baby and held him in his arms. Raul burst into tears and wrapped his arms around the big man's neck. Crow carried him outside where a crowd was beginning to gather. The wife of the wounded vaquero from the hot springs was there. “Señora, will you care for the boy?” Crow asked her. “I will come later to see about him.”

      Crow eased Raul to his feet, and told him, “Go with her. I will see that your father is taken care of. I will come and get you as soon as I can.” Raul stood up straight. Knuckling the tears from his eyes, he turned and left with the woman. Crow watched them walk away for a moment, and then he reentered the hut.

      Carlos and LeRue were standing by the bed when Crow entered the room. “He never put up a fight. He must have known whoever killed him, or he was asleep,” said LeRue.

      Carlos was wrought with anger. “Pepe has been on the rancho since before I was born. He is known as a man to be trusted, and he raised his son when his wife died. “I will find who did this,” said Carlos. “I will find them, and they will pay dearly.”

      “I don't think we can do anything more here,” said Crow. “With your permission, I will take Raul and return to where they shot his father. I want to take a look around.”

      “Yes, that is fine. I will see to Pepe and his burial. I would go with you, but there is much to do here. There is our trip to San Diego that I must prepare for.”

      Crow turned to LeRue. “Will you get what we'll need? We'll stay overnight and return in the morning. While you do that, I will get Raul.”

      “I'll meet you by the corral.”
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      Crow, LeRue, and Raul rode fast. Each traveled with two horses trailing. Crow rode a black mare, his gray and another trailing. Crow wanted to keep the gray fresh. The hard ride and new mounts got them to the murder site by mid-afternoon. Dismounting, they stretched their legs while surveying their surroundings. Crow sent Raul to gather firewood, while he and LeRue moved along the tree line looking at the surrounding hills. “What are you looking for?” asked LeRue.

      “Pepe told me that they had seen Hector on the next hill. Shortly after Hector left, Pepe and José were shot.”

      “Does the boy know this?”

      “No, and don't tell him, at least not yet. We don't want to start something we can't prove.”

      “You think Hector shot them?”

      “Pepe said he didn't know the man, but something sure doesn't smell right.”

      Raul approached them, his arms cradling firewood. “Raul, will you make a fire? LeRue and I want to check that hill yonder,” said Crow, pointing to the hill straight across from them.

      Before the boy could ask any questions, LeRue and Crow mounted up and began riding down the hill.

      It took only a few minutes to get to the second hill. As Crow and LeRue got close to the tree line, Crow said, “Let's walk from here.”

      As they moved, Crow kept looking back at the hill where Raul was. “A horse and rider were here one or two days ago,” said LeRue.

      Crow walked over and saw a pile of horse droppings. After kicking at them with his foot, he moved to a tree that was slightly apart from the rest. Squatting, he ran his fingers lightly along the tree trunk. Crow sat down and leaned his back against the trunk. “Someone sat with their back against this tree. From here it gives you a good view of the trail, but you can't see the hill where Raul is.”

      LeRue wandered into the trees behind Crow. “Hey amigo, whoever sat there had company.” Crow got up and joined LeRue.

      “From the droppings and the footprints, I'd say whoever it was, they were here awhile,” said LeRue.

      Crow dropped to one knee and examined the ground. “He mounted here and rode over this way to leave.” Crow stood and followed the track to the edge of the trees. He could clearly see Raul on the opposite hill. Examining the ground once more, Crow turned to his right and began to walk, and then he stopped. “LeRue, fetch the horses.”

      A short time later, Raul, who was building a fire, was startled when Crow and LeRue rode out of the tree line in front of him. “I did not see you were coming,” he said to them.

      The men did not answer but dismounted and tethered their horses to a tree limb. LeRue looked up at the sky. “It will be dark soon. I think we should eat now and camp cold.”

      “Camp cold?” asked Raul.

      “Without a fire,” replied Crow. “There could be Bandidos or Indians around. We don't want to show them where we are in the dark. There will still be some moonlight tonight, and it will give us an advantage if needed.”

      LeRue watched the boy. 'He has learned something. I can see it,' he thought. 'I like this boy. His father taught him well.'

      It was dusk. The sun had dropped behind the hills. Bedrolls were brought out and arranged around the still burning fire. When they were settled, Raul asked, “I thought we were going to sleep cold?”

      “If someone is watching, they'll wait, figuring we'll not go to bed-down right away. The fire will burn out. If someone wants to attack us, it will be early morning,” Crow told him.

      “Why do we wait so long?”

      LeRue said, “Early morning is the best time. It is a time when a man is the least alert. Even after a rest, there is something about the early morning that makes a man's eyes want to close.”

      Crow, sitting cross-legged, opened his possibles bag. Reaching inside, he removed three thick slices of jerky. He handed one to Raul and one to LeRue. “Here's some supper, my treat.”

      The boy looked at the red-colored meat with suspicion. “What is this?”

      “Jerky,” replied Crow. “We don't want to cook tonight. It will be enough till we get back to the rancho tomorrow. Try it. You might be surprised.”

      Raul watched as the two men bit into their jerky. With an effort, they bit a piece off and began to chew. Taking the meat between his teeth, Raul tore a piece off and began to chew and to chew, and chew some more. The meat, spiced with pepper, soon became pliable. He found it tasted good.

      As they ate, the light of day faded, and the hills became shadowed. Thoughts of his father filled Raul's head. A deep sadness came over him that was seen by Crow.

      “I lost my father when I was about two years old,” said Crow. “The Blackfoot Indians killed him and my mother. A man named Broken Leg, a Crow war-chief, took me in and adopted me.”

      “I have heard you lived with the Indians.”

      “I don't remember my real father as you do. It is a gift that I will have to live without. Nevertheless, I had a father in Broken Leg. He taught me, like your father taught you, how to be a man.”

      “Did he teach you to ride? My father taught me to ride, and to use the lariat.” With a laugh, he said, “I learned to rope by roping chickens with a string!”

      “I was five when my training began. I had to run a certain distance in the snow before I was allowed to eat. By the time spring came, I could run a long distance. As I got older, I could run for miles without food or water. It made me strong, and my body hard. Even so, it was the words of my father that made me a man.”

      “Words made you a man?”

      “He told me a man could be someone who cannot walk, or see; one who may not be able to ride a horse or fight. However, if he can think, if he is kind to those in need, he can be stronger than many warriors. There are some who can be both. My father is one of those, and I think yours was too.”

      LeRue saw pride creep into the boy's bearing. His back straightened and his face began to lose the pain of grief.

      When the fire had burned down, Crow had them move behind a pile of fallen limbs. It was a good move. They had company just as false dawn edged the eastern hills. Three shadowy shapes slipped silently into the abandoned camp, and with knives, they attacked the empty bedrolls.

      The darkness became bright with the flash of two fired rifles. Two shadows fell to the ground. The third stood in silent disbelief. From out of the dark, Crow sprang onto the would-be assassin, taking him to the ground. Crow's rock-hard fist slammed into the jaw of the downed man knocking him senseless. Crow quickly rolled the man over onto his stomach and tied his hands with a length of rawhide he pulled from his belt.

      Standing, Crow adjusted his belt and knife. LeRue, carrying the two rifles and followed by Raul, joined him. “Come daylight, we'll question him,” said Crow.

      It was not to be.

      One of the rifle balls, after killing one Bandido, had passed through and struck the prisoner. He had bled out and died while they waited for daylight. There was nothing more to do. LeRue and Crow loaded the bodies onto the backs of the spare horses.

      They mounted up and headed back to the rancho.
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      Francisca stood looking out from her bedroom window. Beyond the yard were orchards now in full spring bloom. To the left were the gardens, also showing new growth. Many of the vegetable plants had started flowering. However, what she was most interested in was the big, handsome Mountain Man. Crow was striding across the yard to the hacienda, followed by Raul. Raul had stayed close to Crow since their return two days ago. Francisca noted that Crow didn't seem to mind. 'He appears to enjoy having him around,' she contemplated.

      LeRue, on the other hand, began socializing with the vaqueros and with several of the señoritas. She smiled, thinking about how LeRue had surprised everyone when he had picked up a guitar and began to play and sing. His voice was rich and very pleasant to the ear. He was also attractive to the ladies, which did not sit well with some of the men.

      Francisca saw her brother leave the courtyard and greet Crow. “Buenos días, would you like to ride out with me to check on the hides?”

      “Yes, I will get my possibles bag and rifle. After I saddle the gray, I'll meet you here.”

      Later, Carlos and Crow rode side by side. The hills and fields were full of life; birds, flowers, even an occasional deer. “My father is opening doors for you in San Diego,” said Carlos. “He likes you and hopes that you will stay.”

      “That is high praise coming from your father. I want very much to stay here. I understand that I too must become a Catholic.”

      “Si, we will see the priest when we return. The Don, my father, has already spoken to the priest. Once you are registered, he can begin teaching you.”

      “Carlos, while we are alone, I think you have a serious problem. I think bandits are hiding out on your land. When I spoke with Pepe before his death, he told me that he had seen the man who shot him riding through the hills. I also think you may have some of them working for you, and that one of them killed Pepe to keep his mouth shut.”

      Carlos reined his horse in and stopped. Crow pulled up next to him. “We have had very little trouble in the past. There were two attacks a few weeks before you and LeRue arrived.”

      “Tell me, when these attacks happened, were either you or your father present?”

      “I was at one, and we were together at the other. We were on our way to a fiesta at our neighbor's rancho. The bandits fired at us from the trees as we passed. Our brave vaqueros charged and ran them off.”

      “Who would profit from the death of you and your father?”

      Carlos' face showed a trace of anger. His black eyes stared hard at Crow.

      “I meant no offense,” said Crow. “But these attacks appear to me to be aimed at you and your father. No theft has occurred. Is there any cause for revenge against your family?”

      Carlos saw that Crow was concerned and that his question had logic. His temper cooling, he began to think. “I had a run-in with a couple of Indian vaqueros last year. They had stolen two muskets and some money. I caught one and beat him rather severely. He threatened to kill me. I never took it seriously. As to who would profit from the death of my father and me, only my mother and sister.”

      “I think we can eliminate your mother and sister,” Crow said with a hint of a smile. “But we should look at these vaqueros who threatened you. By the way, how long has Hector worked for your father?”

      “Five years, I believe. Hector came up from Mexico and hired on as a vaquero. He is a hard worker and smart. About a year after his arrival, the foreman was snake bit and died. Father promoted Hector. It was a move he has never regretted. Why do you ask?”

      “Just curious. Hector seems to be quite interested in Francisca.”

      Now Carlos smiled. “It has always been thought that they would marry. That is until you came along.”

      Crow felt a twinge in his chest, “What do you mean?”

      “I think my sister has grown interested in a Mountain Man.” Crow began to ask another question but was left hanging when Carlos spurred his horse into a gallop.
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      Hector Camacho rode in the moonlight. The trail he followed cut through a deep, narrow canyon. Trees lined the sides of the path. Spectral jagged rocks sprang up from the mountain behind them. The warm night had patches of cold air. “Spirits,” the old women called them. Hector always laughed at the old wives' tale, but deep inside they made him a bit uncomfortable.

      Hector was aware of the men following him. They were his rear escorts. They would make sure no one was following him, and that he could get by the guards in the canyon. Ahead in the moonlight, he saw a man on a white horse. The horse was an impressive beast. It had to be because of the man riding it. Emiliano Diaz was himself a magnificent animal. Hector knew Diaz had remarkable strength. He'd seen Diaz beat three men to death in a fight in Mexico. The fight and the killings were one of the reasons he and Diaz were now in California. They both had a price on their heads in Mexico. The two men met with a short greeting. Then together, they continued deeper into the canyon, followed by the escort.

      An outcropping of rock forced the trail to jog to the right, forming a second, narrow entrance to the canyon. Behind this natural wall was the well-hidden camp of Emiliano Diaz, the bandit leader of twenty-four men. There had been more, but Crow and LeRue had killed nine.

      The camp was well organized and had apparently been in use for some time. A natural overhang of rocks and a cave made up the housing. There was a corral for horses and a communal fire pit. There was a sound of running water, its source hidden by the trees.

      The riders dismounted. Diaz led Hector to the cave. As they entered, two women and a young girl greeted them. There was a table with roughly made chairs and benches around it. The air smelled of wood smoke, tortillas, and frijoles refritos. Diaz and Hector took seats facing each other. There had never been an argument between them about leadership. Diaz had always felt on equal terms with Hector. Although Hector knew he was the smarter of the two, he was careful not to be pushy or domineering. He chose, as he thought of it, to guide Diaz in his thinking.

      “Are you hungry?” Diaz asked.

      “No, I ate earlier.”

      “Perhaps a drink?” without waiting for an answer, Diaz turned to one of the women. “Bring us tequila!”

      As the woman brought glasses and a bottle to the table, Hector said, “We have an opportunity to end this. The day after tomorrow, Carlos will take the hides and tallow to San Diego. They will be there for several days, as they plan to register the two gringos with the authorities. If we play this right, we can eliminate Hernando and Carlos.”

      Diaz picked up the bottle and filled two glasses with tequila. “Why not the gringos also?”

      “I think it would be too much at one time. Besides, the gringos are of no importance to our plan. But later, you can pluck that thorn from our side, and no one will care.”

      “The men tire of waiting. I tire of waiting. We have been at this for nearly three years, and you are the only one to profit.”

      Hector's hot temper began to surface. With concealed effort, he replied evenly, “I have worked hard every day to place us in an advantage. It is a given that I am to marry Hernando's daughter. With the father and the son out of the way, it will be easy work to get rid of the mother. We have a plan that we agreed to. We would have been further along if the gringos had not stepped in and saved Carlos. However, we now have another opportunity in San Diego. You and your men will not have to live here much longer.”

      Diaz sat back, his chair creaking with his shifting bulk. Slowly turning his glass with his thick fingers, he silently stared at the amber liquid. Instinctively, Hector went on guard. But Diaz looked up and said, “I will leave for San Diego in the morning with a few of my best men. We will make plans to deal with Hernando and his son when they arrive.”

      Relaxing, Hector said, “I leave it in your hands. I will remain at the rancho. I do not want any questions as to why I did not interfere when you deal with them.”

      Diaz, showing no emotions, stared at Hector, again putting him on guard. But Diaz picked up his glass, and said, “Salud!”

      Hector, with his drink, held high, responded, “Salud!”
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      Hernando Batista sat near the back of the whaleboat, out of the way of the sailors rowing it. He enjoyed the smell of the ocean and the sounds of the gulls. The gulls had found a school of fish and were noisily arguing with some pelicans over feeding rights. The ship, The Boston Queen, had arrived from the East Coast to deliver goods and pick up hides and tallow. Ships from America and Europe often traveled up and down the Coast of California for up to two years, picking up hides and tallow, before returning to the East Coast. The Boston Queen's captain, Jason King, had made the trip twice before. He and Hernando had become friends. Hernando adjusted the package that he had placed between his feet. He was pleased with himself. The wine was made from grapes from his vineyard. It was a gift for his friend, Captain King.

      The Boston Queen sat a cable's length offshore in the calm San Diego waters. When they arrived, Captain King, a short man with bull-like proportions, was waiting. A crew member lowered a basket over the side. Hernando placed his gift in the basket. Both Hernando and the basket arrived on deck at the same time.

      With his feet firmly planted, Hernando took the steel-like handshake of his friend, followed by a crushing bear hug. “Welcome aboard, my friend! Come, we'll go to my cabin.”

      In the captain's cabin below deck, the two friends sat at a small table. King removed the wicker covered bottle from the packaging and placed it at the center of the table. “What do we have here?” He asked.

      “That is a red wine made from grapes from my vineyards. It was a near perfect harvest. The wine, I think, is superb.”

      King went to a cabinet and retrieved two glasses. He brought them back to the table and took a seat across from Hernando. Hernando stood and removed the seal and the cork from the mouth of the bottle. Carefully, he picked up the bottle and filled a glass half full. After he set the bottle down, he handed the glass to King. King smelled the wine, took a sip, savored the flavor and swallowed. Smacking his lips, he looked up at Hernando and declared, “This is delicious! You are a true friend! Please, fill our glasses, and let us drink to our reunion!”

      A short time later, after a couple more glasses of the wine, King stood up. He went to a wooden sea chest and opened it. Removing a large package, the captain brought it to the table. Moving the bottle of wine and the glasses to one side, he placed the box on the table. “I think you will be pleased with this. My Mrs. had it made, using the dress you sent for size.”

      Hernando carefully opened the package. The silk fabric of the dress appeared like a white mist. Embroidered over the surface were small flowers made of fine red and green thread. “It is wonderful. Francisca will be pleased.”

      King went back to the chest and returned with a smaller package. “This is a gift from the Mrs. and me. It is a gift for your daughter on this special occasion. I picked up the silk in China, and the Mrs. did the needlework.”

      Taking the package, Hernando opened it to find a square, velvet-covered box with a gold latch. Slipping the lock, he opened it. Neatly layered were several silk handkerchiefs of different colors. Flowers and white doves were uniquely embroidered on each. Hernando fought the emotions that constricted his chest. Closing the box and slipping the latch closed, he said, “You have done so much, how can I ever repay you?”

      “There is one thing which I desire.”

      “Name it, and it is yours.”

      “My ship will be here for several weeks. I wish to join you in your celebration.”

      “It is done! We will celebrate together! My wife and daughter will be so pleased to thank you personally.”

      “Let us have another drink, and then you can catch the next boat going to shore.”
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      The well-traveled La Playa trail to Pueblo (Old San Diego), had taken several days to traverse. Carlos had time to become close friends with Crow and LeRue. Twenty wagons, each pulled by eight-ox teams, were stacked high with hides and barrels of tallow. The three men were happy when they crested the hill and saw the city and the ships anchored in the harbor.

      “My father is to meet us at the hide houses on the beach.”

      “I hope they have a place to drink there. I have a lot of dust to clear from my throat,” declared LeRue.

      “You always have a lot of dust to clear from your throat. I think you eat it so that you can wash it down,” laughed Crow.

      “There is a cantina close to the shore. Once we deliver the wagons to the hide houses, I will take you there.”

      The hide houses were located along the beach close to the docks. There were also buildings for rendering the tallow. The smell and the flies were hard to take. Crow watched the sailors. Some wore woolen caps to cushion the weight of the hides on their heads. They fought the breeze and the surf as they carried the hides to the whaleboats. The hides had the hair side folded in. Heavy, most were a full two arm's length wide and acted like wings in the breeze. A gust of wind could knock a man off his feet. The sailors wore blue shirts and canvas pants, rolled up to their knees. They carried the hides out to whaleboats, held in place by other sailors who gripped the sides. Once a boat was filled, the sailors would get in and row out to the ship. There, they unloaded the hides. After watching for a time, Crow came to appreciate their hard work.

      “There he is!” Shouted Carlos, “There is my father!”

      Crow and LeRue looked in the direction Carlos was pointing and saw Hernando in a whaleboat, waving his hat.

      The boat with Hernando in it was brought up to the beach, so Hernando did not have to walk through the surf. After jumping down to the beach, he was handed his belongings. The sailors pushed the boat back out into the ocean and began loading it with hides.

      Hernando, with his packages in his arms, walked over to one of the vaqueros, a handsome young man of some twenty years. “I want you to take these to the house. We will be along shortly.”

      After watching the young man ride away, Hernando turned to his son. “Where is Hector?”

      “He felt that with the bandits in the area, he should stay at the rancho, just in case something happened.”

      Hernando thought about that for a moment, and without another word, went to the horse that had been brought for him, and mounted up. “We must go to the authorities now and get Isaiah registered. Señor LeRue, you have brought your papers?”

      “Yes Don Hernando, I have brought my papers with me,” replied LeRue.

      “Good, then let us go.”

      The office of the alcade (mayor) was immaculate. The mayor was a man so thin, that his tailored uniform appeared to be too large for him. Crow and LeRue entered the room first. They were met with an air of hostile suspicion. That was until Don Hernando came in. The change in the official's demeanor was instantaneous. “Ah, Don Hernando, welcome! I see you have your son with you. Buenas tardes (good afternoon), Señor Batista. These are the men you wish to register?”

      Hernando stepped forward, ending up quite close to the mayor, who was apparently cowed by the larger man. “Yes, these are Señors Crow and LeRue. Señor LeRue is already a citizen of Mexico, having been born in Texas.”

      LeRue stepped forward and handed the officer his papers. The mayor looked at them and then nodding his head said, “These are all in order. I will make a notation to make it all official. Now, Señor Crow, do you have any papers for me?”

      Before Crow could answer, Hernando said, “Isaiah's father is… was a good friend of mine for many years. He and his wife were killed by Indians down Mexico way. Like Señor LeRue, they too were born in Texas. Because they were burned out, and Isaiah was kidnapped by the Indians, his papers are gone. I will atestiguar (vouch) for him.”

      Uneasiness filled the room. Surprised by Hernando's blatant lie, LeRue and Carlos looked at each other while Crow, showing no emotion, stood deadpan. The official stared at Hernando for a moment and then turned to Crow. “These statements are all true, Señor Crow?”

      “Yes sir, factual they are.”

      Hernando continued saying, “My daughter will have her Quinceañera soon. I hope you and your wife will be able to attend.”

      Again, there was an immediate change in the mayor's demeanor. “It would be with great pride to attend, Don Hernando.”

      “Good, I will send an invitation, giving you the exact time, and because you will be bringing your wife, I will send a carriage for you.”

      The official was beside himself. 'Wait until I tell my wife. She will have much to say to our neighbors,' he thought. “I will take care of this Don Hernando. Welcome to California Señor Crow and Señor LeRue. I look forward to your invitation, and I wish all of you a safe journey home.” As an afterthought, he asked, “Señor Crow are you a member of the Church?”

      “No. I was taken at a young age and was away from the Church. But arrangements have been made for me to begin instruction and I will soon be a member of the Church.”

      “There is usually a one year probation period to become a citizen. But because you and Señor LeRue are already being of Mexican heritage, of course, that is waved. But Señor Crow, you will still have to wait until you are a member of the church. Perhaps when I come to the Quinceañera, you will have been confirmed. If so, at that time, I will then enter you as a citizen of California.”

      “That is most kind of you,” said Hernando. “We will look forward to seeing you.”

      After their meeting, they once again stood outside by their horses. The dirt streets, filled with droppings of horses and oxen, were lined with one story mud-brick buildings. The din of men working and the ever-present livestock was constant. “Let us go to the cantina down the street. I promised LeRue he could bathe his dusty throat,” Carlos told his father.
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      Diaz and two of his men sat behind a table in the back corner of the cantina. It was a busy place. Not only could you purchase something to drink, but one could also buy a meal or merchandise. The area for drinking had several tables surrounded by chairs. The bar, made of rough planking, worn smooth from years of wear, ran the length of one wall. Diaz had picked the table so he could watch the door, and protect his back.

      Diaz felt a rush of adrenalin when Crow and Carlos Batista, followed by Hernando and LeRue, came through the door. His mind began racing. Here they were! All together! The very men he had come to kill! Diaz said to his man next to him, “Go and get the others. When you get back, stay on the other side of the room. Have our horses close by. We will want to leave quickly. The four men who just came in… we are going to kill them.”

      The bandit looked at the four men who now stood in front of the bar. Two were in buckskins while the other two he recognized as the Batista's. 'The killing of the gringos should be easy work,' he thought. 'Five of us, four of them.' The bandit got up from his chair and left the cantina.

      At the bar, LeRue leaned over to Crow and in a quiet whisper said, “Have you noticed the men in the corner, dándonos el ojo (giving us the eye)?”

      “Crow feigned a smile and said, “Yes, and it looks like his compadrés have just come in.”

      LeRue looked over to the corner of the room to see the man who had left, had returned; with two more.

      Crow, in a quiet voice, said, “Carlos, do not look up, but we are about to be attacked. I think LeRue and I can handle this. Take your father out of here and wait for us. We may need his help with the officials.”

      Hernando was surprised when his son took him by the elbow and said, “Please do not question me father, but we must go, now!” The intensity of his son's voice convinced the older man to go with him.

      As Carlos guided his father towards the door, the three bandits at the door moved to intercept them. Just then, LeRue placed himself between them and the Batista's. In the opposite corner, Diaz saw what was happening and jumped up, his bulk knocking over the table.

      Crow's voice filled the room. Speaking in Spanish, he shouted at Diaz, “You're the son of a dog who had Pepe and José killed!” When Diaz hesitated, Crow hit him with a fist made of stone, knocking the big man back, but not down. The man with Diaz pulled a knife. Crow backhanded him to the side of his head with his closed fist. The man crumpled to the ground, his weapon falling from his hand.

      Diaz, having regained his senses, charged Crow; only to find open space where Crow had once been standing. Before he could recover, Crow swept the big man's legs out from under him. Diaz hit the floor with his face.

      Near the door, the three bandits had at first thought to attack LeRue. They changed their minds when LeRue drew his war-hawk and stood his ground.

      Crow turned to LeRue, “It's time to go amigo.”

      Diaz stood up and wiped the blood from his face. “Next time I see you,” he said, “I will kill you.”

      Crow turned and faced Diaz, “Why wait?” shouted Crow.

      Before the disbelieving eyes of all but LeRue, Crow pulled his Bowie knife and plunged its twelve-inch blade into Diaz's stomach. In one continuous motion, he forced the blade upward, the tip piercing Diaz's heart. Diaz fell to the floor, trying to hold his stomach together. In the corner, the shocked bandits threw up their hands and headed for the door. LeRue allowed them to pass.

      Crow wiped his blade on the shirt of the dead Diaz. Carlos and Hernando came back into the cantina followed by the mayor. The mayor was accompanied by two scruffy uniformed men, each carrying a musket.

      Hernando and Carlos walked up to Crow. Hernando muttered “Madre de Dios, ¿qué ha sucedido (Mother of God, what has happened)?”

      LeRue said, “He threatened to kill Crow.”

      “This is one of the men who killed, or had ordered to kill your vaqueros,” said Crow. “They were intent on killing us all. LeRue stopped the three who were going to kill you when you were leaving.”

      The mayor asked Hernando, “Who are these men who you say wanted to kill you?”

      Hernando looked at Crow for a moment, then said, “These men are bandits. They have attacked our rancho many times this year. Some of my people have been killed or wounded by them.”

      Carlos added, “Bandits attacked Señor Crow and Señor LeRue, just a few nights ago. Those bandits too lost their lives to these two men.”

      The mayor looked to Hernando, “You have vouched for these men already. I think this is a clear case of self-defense and was justified.” Looking around the room at the gawking patrons, the mayor asked, “Does anyone disagree?” There was no response to his question. “Then that settles it. They all agree. Clearly, it was self-defense.”

      Outside the Cantina, the sound of running horses announced the hasty retreat of the surviving bandits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            A YOUNG WOMAN'S WISDOM
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      Carmen and Francisca sat at the long dining room table. They were sitting side by side with their heads close together, like a couple of conspirators. Carmen leaned back in her chair and watched her daughter. “You need not worry about your dress. You will be very pleased when you see it.”

      “Oh mother, I am so excited! I am only curious. What does it look like?”

      With feigned exasperation, Carmen wagged her finger, “You just stop now young lady. You will find out soon enough,” she said, softening it with a smile. 'Hernando said he would take care of it. I hope I have not made a mistake trusting this to a man,' she thought.

      The musical sound of spurs and campanas (jingle bobs) got the women's attention. Hector entered the room just as they turned to look. “Buenos días Señora Batista y la Señorita Batista,” greeted Hector.

      “Good morning Hector,” greeted Carmen for the two women.

      “Señora, I must go to el lugar de los cráneos. One of the vaqueros has reported a theft of hides. I will return this evening. I do not think there is any danger here, but to be on the safe side, I have two armed men close by.”

      Carmen asked, “You ride alone? Perhaps you should take someone with you. Too many things have been happening of late.”

      “I may do just that Señora. Thank you for your concern.” With that, Hector turned and left, his spurs chiming with each departing footstep.

      Carmen noticed a frown on Francisca's face. Francisca replied to the silent question on her mother's face. “Hector has changed. I used to think of him as my caballero en brillante armadura (my knight in shining armor). I saw him as manly and handsome.”

      Carmen sat back in her chair, “But then a certain Hombre Montaña came along?”

      “Isaiah is different. His eyes are kind, yet Carlos tells me he is a fierce fighter. Hector has beautiful green eyes, but I see something there I do not like. He is harsh with the vaqueros, who seem to fear him. However, Isaiah has their respect and speaks harshly to no one.”

      Carmen thought, 'Oh my dear Francisca. I believe you have grown wise very quickly. I also think that you have fallen in love.' “You know your father has thought that you and Hector would marry.”

      “I also believed that Hector and I would someday marry. I am unsure now. Do you think father will be angry?”

      “No, disappointed maybe, but not angry. I believe your father likes your Isaiah, and your brother speaks highly of him. No, I think your father will not be angry.”
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