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The leaves on the trees were gold, red and brown and many had already fallen to the ground. A gentle breeze from the north had encouraged their flight, but it was not a hard wind that swept it all away. It was just enough to ease them on a downward slanted spiral once a leaf let go.

The sky was a dark brilliant blue and appeared to be so deep, deep enough to reach forever. The sun was bright, so bright there was a blinding glare. Everything seemed magnified.

The air felt different now. It was pure and clean and crisp.

It was so clear it seemed that a man could see much further than he would have been able to just a few weeks earlier.

Toombs Sullivan had noticed these changes every day and every day they were more pronounced. It was almost as if it had all happened just about the time he left Austin and headed out north. He was glad to be headed in that direction and also glad there was a change in the weather. He had enough of that wild, flat, dry country he had been in for months. A change of scenery does a man a lot of good. After what he had been through and what he had done, he needed a change of scenery and he needed some good.

He had seen a few people along the way on this journey and usually tried to speak to them, to see what he might learn from them. Suddenly he saw a man coming toward him. He halted his horse and paused to size this man up, not knowing if he was friend or foe. He was riding a black horse that seemed in better shape than its rider. The man was covered in dust, was wearing clothes that had long since seen their better days and had on a hat with a couple of holes worn in it. He had a week or two growth of hair on his face. He slowed up when he came near Sullivan. 

“Hello, Stranger,” Sullivan said as the man came closer. 

“Well, howdy,” the man replied.

“How much further?” Sullivan asked.

“To where?”

“To town.”

“Which one? They’s two of ‘em.”

“Either. Both.”

“T’aint fer a’tall.”

“So, how many miles?”

“Not many. Why ya goin’ thar?”

“Got business there.”

“Ain’t none of mine. Just be keer-ful.”

“Why’s that?”

“Just do it. You’ll go pass a cemetery half full of them that weren’t. You have a good day. And a good life. Hopefully.”

As the man rode on by, Sullivan turned half way around to watch him leave. He did not know what to make of what he had heard. But he made a note of it in the back of his mind. It sounded like good advice for any place a man might show up.
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Texas Ranger Toombs Sullivan sat across the desk from Major 

Henderson Pendergrass. He wondered why he had been called in to see him. He could not think of anything he had done wrong. He watched the Major closely to see if he could read anything into his expressions, his eyes, his manner. But there was nothing he could detect. 

Major Pendergrass placed a long thin cigar in his mouth, clinching it with his teeth. Then he took a match out of the desk drawer to his right, swiped it on the desk and lit his cigar. Blowing smoke out of his mouth and nose, he finally spoke.

“Want one, Sullivan?”

“No thank you, Sir.”

“You’ve done a good job for us, Sullivan.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“Fighting Indians has been tough though, hasn’t it?”

“It has. I was surprised at what it turned out to be. I wasn’t expectin’ it to be easy. I was just a little surprised at what it was like and also at how I came to, well, maybe enjoy it somewhat. It’s not that I enjoyed the killin’, but at times I found I was more up to it than I could have imagined. I didn’t like it at all at first, but then after what I saw I was glad to be doin’ it.”

“You have been through some difficult times and seen some mighty hard things. All that can work on a man in a bad way.

I’m thinking maybe you need a little break from that.”

“What do ya mean? Can I keep my job?”

“Oh, sure, sure. I don’t mean that kind of break. I mean a little change in scenery, you know. I mean a different kind of

enemy to be up against. Starting out it’s good to see other things the Rangers do and different places.”

“How ya mean?”

“Company G, up around Dallas, needs some help. There’s a gang of killers up there robbing banks. They ranging far and wide. They’re led by a man named Carl Dawson. He leads the Dawson Gang. He has two brothers, Clyde and Casey. Their old man was Cliff Dawson. He was a sidewinder. Back before the war, he got killed in a card game for cheatin’. He never taught those boys about right and wrong. All they ever knew was wrong. That’s what they saw in him and from him always. 

“Now, Carl is the oldest and the natural leader. Clyde is the middle son and by far the most intelligent of the three. He has tried at times to steer them all in the right paths, but he finally gave up and gave in. Casey is the youngest and meanest one. He is a killer of the worst kind. Cold blooded, cruel, wild as the devil, that’d be him. And then they have several other members of the gang. That varies from time to time, but there must be at least ten in that gang at all times.

“Captain Jack Rice up there wired me for some help. They have lost a couple of men. I told him I would send one. He would be one of our best. That is you, Sullivan.”

“Oh, well, thanks. Yeah, a break from what I have seen would be good. When do I leave?”

“Soon as you can, within reason. Rest a day or so if ya like. But get on up there. Good luck to ya and I hope we can get ya back down here before too long. Okay?”

“Sure. I’ll do my best.”

“I know. That’s why you’re the one goin’.”

Both men stood up and Pendergrass reached his hand across his desk to shake Sullivan’s. Then Sullivan turned around and left.

He knew the Rangers would be across the street at the saloon since the sun had already gone down. He went straight over there to tell them goodbye. When he walked in, they were sitting at tables. They saw him and began speaking to him.

“Better you than us, Georgia.”

“Best of luck, if luck does ya any good.”

“You gonna need luck where you goin’.”

“I’d rather chase Indians than tangle with that crowd up thar in Dallas.”

Sullivan smiled as he stood in the midst of them. Then he spoke.

“So, you Boys already knew about this?”

Several laughed and others said they did.

“Why am I the last to know?”

“Because we nominated you as the most likely to get yore rear end shot off!”

“Thanks a lot.”

“Sit down, sit down, we’ll buy you a parting drink,” said Sergeant Jack McAllister.

Sullivan pulled up a chair near his table and looked at him.

“Seriously, my friend, be careful up there. One good thing about fighting Indians is you always know who your enemy is. When you see him you know it’s him. With some of those people up where you’re headed you don’t know the enemy from a friend. They all look alike, they talk alike, but remember this – they don’t all act alike. There’s back stabbers and face shooters and arm breakers and horse stealers and they all look just like they came from a church funeral. They’ll cause one to be held in your honor too. Just watch out.”

“Thanks for the advice. I’ll be careful.”

After almost an hour Sullivan stood up and said, “Well, Boys, I’m leavin’ out in the mornin’, so I am going to turn in. Best of luck to you all and I hope to see you out there in the future some place.”

“Goodbye, Kid.”

“Take care.”

“Watch yore back.”

“And yore front.”

Sullivan walked over to the hotel and went up to his room. He packed his things in saddle bags and looked around the room to make sure he had not left anything. Then he turned in for the night, but found it difficult to sleep. Finally, in the wee hours he drifted away.
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The four horses stood still as one of them shook his head. Another snorted, while another swatted at a fly with his tail. The fourth one just stood there not moving at all. The stagecoach was empty now.

Four men and one woman, stood still as the woman began to tremble somewhat and one of the men said, “Ain’t no cause to kill us. You can have it. Take it all.”

“We aim to do just that.”

Then he looked at the guard and said, “Where’s it at?”

“Under where I was sittin’.”

“Get it down here.”

The guard was Smokey Evans, a burly looking man of about fifty years of age, a little heavy, hair cut close to his skull on the sides, the rest under a big hat, meant to shade him from the sun. He climbed back up onto the stagecoach where he had been sitting. Suddenly he pulled out a pistol he kept hidden there by the strongbox and turned to shoot. Casey Dawson shot him before he had the pistol up high enough to shoot. He fell off on the other side, dead before he hit the ground.

Carl Dawson said, “A little jumpy ain’t ya?”

“What did ya want me to do, Carl? Let him shoot one of us?”

“You just had to say my name didn’t ya?”

“They’ll all know it was us anyway. Carl.”

“You climb up there and get it.”

Casey Dawson climbed up onto the stagecoach, lifted the box and threw it down near his brother. Carl Dawson gave their brother Clyde a knowing look. Clyde turned the box over, fired a round at the lock and then opened the box.

He began putting the cash in a saddle bag.

Carl walked over closer to the passengers, took his hat off with his left hand while still pointing his pistol at them and said, “All right now, fill it up.”

The men pulled their leather wallets out of their coat pockets, took the money they had in them and placed it in his hat.

“Rings and watches. Come on.”

The men took off their rings and pulled their watches from their vest pockets, placing them in the hat.

Carl Dawson looked over at the driver and said, “What’s yore name?”

“Clovis Landon.”

Clovis Landon squinted at the man for he had a constant

pained expression, that from long years of driving teams of horses out in the bright sun. He was a short dumpy looking man who wore a large over-sized black hat. His brown pants were stuffed down in his boots, boots that appeared to be too large for him.

“Well, Clovis Landon, you got nothin’ to contribute for the poor?”

“I got two dollars.”

“Well, give me one of them. I don’t want it to ever be said that I took a man’s last dollar.”

By that time Casey Dawson had jumped down from the stagecoach, walked over to the driver, held his pistol to the right side of his head and said “I’ll take yore last dollar, Mister Clovis, because I don’t care what people say about me.”

Clovis Landon held out a dollar to each of the brothers, one dropping in the hat and the other being taken by Casey’s left hand.

Then Casey said to the woman, “And what would be yore name, Madam?”

“My name would be Josephine Wells.”

“All right, Josephine Wells, what you got to give us?” he said with a smirk and then a smile.

“Back off, little Brother,” Carl said, knowing his brother all too well. Then he turned to the woman.

“What do you have to contribute to the cause?”

“The Cause?” she asked, drawing her head back as though she were a little surprised at the use of the word. She looked to be about thirty years old and possessed the good looks of a cultured woman. Her auburn hair was drawn up under the little hat she wore. Her long sleeve dress was expensive looking with ruffles around the neck, sleeves and down the front to her waist. She had on a couple of rings.

“Cause we want it. The rings, Lady. What else ya got? How about that purse of yours?”

She handed it over to him and he emptied the contents in his hat, having holstered his gun. She took off her rings and dropped them in the hat the way you put money in an offering plate on Sunday.

Carl Dawson eased the hat onto the top of his head without spilling any of the contents and then turned to Clovis Landon.

“Stagecoach driver, you may now depart. Gather yore people and that dead one, sorry about that and be off to Dallas. Let’s go, Boys.”

The three bandits climbed up on their horses and were gone away in a cloud of dust. The passengers and the driver of the coach, stood there for a moment still stunned by what had happened. They were almost gasping, knowing they all could have died that day. As the men got back in the stage, Josephine Wells stood there for a moment longer watching the Dawson Boys ride away. She wanted to be sure she could remember how they looked and how she could identify them to the law.

The one named Carl Dawson was the obvious leader. He was the tallest of the three, tall and slender. He was dark skinned, had a boney face, high cheek bones and a sharp chin. His eyes were dark and menacing. He wore a dark coat, black or a very dark gray and a small black hat which seemed a little strange.

Clyde Dawson was not quite as tall and was a little heavier. He had a pleasant face and sparkling eyes. His complexion was not as dark, though he had a dark mustache and was unshaven, for some time it appeared. His hat may have been one left over from the war, his pants were and his shirt was a strange looking green and orange.

Casey Dawson was about the same size as Clyde. He was either shaved close or not old enough to have any facial hair to speak of. His complexion was a little more toward being fair, hair a little blondish looking and his eyes were blue. She remembered that. Also, the thing that haunted her the most was the fact that he seemed to have a constant grin on his face. It was not a happy grin. It was almost devilish. He wore brown pants and a blue shirt. His large hat was almost white, but had seen some wear.

Yes, she would remember these three and report what she saw to the law in Dallas, whoever they were.
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Captain Jack Rice looked across his desk at Toombs Sullivan and said to him, “You had no trouble getting here I see.”

“Not at all, Sir.”

“You can cut out the Sir stuff. I don’t care for it. We’re all just Rangers up here and I just happen to be in charge, but that don’t mean I am any better than the next one.”

Sullivan liked what he heard and Rice’s manner. He knew he would be good to work with. In spite of his apparent informality, he was a very neatly dressed man. He had on a light blue shirt and brownish pants, a nice thin kerchief around his neck, his collar buttoned and his clothing was clean and ironed looking with creases. His hair was sandy with traces of white along the temples. He had a thin build, a thin face and wore a thin mustache.

“What you know about Dallas?”

“Not a thing.”

“You ought to know a few things, I guess. It’s the Trinity River. Back about forty-one, I think it was, a man name of Bryan came out here from Tennessee and built a cabin. He was a lawyer. The town was laid out a few years later. Now, west of here is Fort Worth. The Trinity River is there and here also. Sounds strange, but there are several branches of it and it’s all the Trinity. You’ll see a lot of that place too. It’s been known as the place where the west begins because there was a line drawn out there in the dirt and the Indians were supposed to stay on the other side and the whites on this side I guess, but neither of’em pay no attention to it. There was a bunch of forts built all out there and one was in honor of an Army general named William J. Worth, hence Fort Worth. Anything else you need to know you’ll pick up as time goes on. 

“Now we got a situation with a gang called the Dawsons. Did you get a briefin’ on them?” 

“Just the names basically and a little about their father, who they are, what they’re like.”

“The stage driver for the Butterfield Overland stage is coming in here in a bit, along with a lady who was on the stage. They were robbed yesterday, a guard killed and they gonna tell us about it. Sergeant Adam Fulmer is coming in too. Oh, here’s Fulmer now.”

Rice and Sullivan stood up as Fulmer entered the office.

“Fulmer, Sullivan. Sullivan, Fulmer.”

Sergeant Adam Fulmer was the typical Texas Ranger. He was dressed like most of them always dressed with a vest, a blue shirt, brown pants, a large kerchief around his neck, high boots with his pants tucked inside. He wore a gun belt with a Navy Colt inside the holster and a Bowie knife on the other side. He was of average height with a muscular build, a ruddy face and had a curling mustache. He took off his wide-brimmed hat as the three men sat down and revealed his hair was cut very close on the side and parted in the middle.

“I told Sullivan a little about the area and just mentioned the robbery yesterday. I’m expecting our visitors any old time now.”

“Good. Good. Glad you’re here, Sullivan. We need you here. We got a lot to do. Number one on my list is the Dawson Boys. Of course, we still have Indian troubles up here, but right now these killers have got to be stopped.”

“How do ya’ll think you’ll do that?”

Rice and Fulmer looked at each other and then Rice spoke.

“It would help if we could find out where they live, where they hang out. I sort of think it must be over toward Fort Worth, in that area, because nobody seems to know much about them here. Maybe that is where you come in since you are new to these parts. I was thinking... oh, here they are.”

Clovis Landon and Josephine Wells walked in as the three Rangers stood up to greet them.

“I know Clovis,” Rice said, “and I assume you are Mrs. Wells.”

“I am.”

“I’m Jack Rice, Ranger Captain here. This is Sergeant Adam Fulmer and this is Ranger Toombs Sullivan.”

“Pleased to meet you all.”

“Have a seat, Folks, have a seat.”

When they were all seated, Jack Rice said, “Tell us what happened.”

Clovis Landon and Josephine Wells looked at each other and then Landon began.

“About half way between here and Fort Worth they jumped us. They killed Smokey Evans. Smokey pulled out a pistol, which he should not have tried, but he did it any-who. The kid of the group looked like he enjoyed it real good. They got the money in the box and all anybody had on them, watches, cash, rings and stuff. That’s about it.”

“Can ya tell us what they looked like?”

“I can,” Josephine Wells replied. “I made sure I could remember a lot about them.”

She then described in great detail what they looked like, what they wore, how they talked. When she had finished, Jack Rice spoke.

“Any questions from you two?”

Neither Ranger had any.

“Well, this helps us a lot because none of us have ever seen them and have no idea what they look like. We just know them by their deeds and they ain’t good deeds. They are all bad deeds. But this gives us something to go on.”  

Rice thought a minute and then asked Mrs. Wells a question.

“Ma’am, could you tell me where you were going?”

“I’d be glad to. I came out here from St. Louis. My husband, William Wells, came out here about a year ago, not long after the war had ended. He was beginning a cattle ranch south of Fort Worth. He had sent me a map with the location on it. But I stopped hearing from him, oh, six or seven months ago. I became concerned about him and came to find him. When I reached Fort Worth, I hired a man and a wagon to take me to the ranch. When we got there, there was no one around. He was not there and there were no cows anywhere. I went back to Fort Worth after staying there a couple of days. I paid the man to stay over. We stayed in the house my husband had built and wrote me about. Unable to find him, we went back to Fort Worth, but no one there was any help, other than saying they had met him. So, I was coming here to Dallas hoping I could get someone to help find my husband or at least find out what happened to him.”

“I’m sorry you didn’t find him, but that don’t mean necessarily that something bad happened to him. You got a place to stay?”

“Yes, I took a room at the hotel.”

“Anything you need you let us know. We’ll look into where yore husband might be. I will keep you informed. All right, anything else?”

Both Mrs. Wells and Clovis Landon shook their heads.

“All right, thanks for coming in to talk with us,” Rice said as he stood up, signaling an end to their meeting.

After they had left, the Rangers sat back down.

Rice looked at Sullivan and said, “Here’s where you come in, or go out that is. Just before they got here, I was going to say I want you to go over to Fort Worth and just look around, listen to what you might hear, ask a few questions without being too obvious, obvious enough to get yoreself shot. You being new they won’t nobody think you are a Ranger. They all know us over there. See if you can learn anything about the Dawsons, where they might live, whatever you can. But first now, go down to that ranch and see if you can find her husband. We’ll get that map before you go. Send me a wire, soon as you can, so I can tell her. How does all that sound to ya?”

“That’s what I’m here for, whatever you ask.”

Rice smiled as he looked over at Adam Fulmer and said, “I think he’s gonna work out just fine. By the way Sullivan, was you ever married or had a family?”

“No, I never did get married. My folks been gone a long time.”

Sullivan could never tell anyone about Constance and the boy, how he came home from the war and found nothing but their graves. Since being in Texas he had not breathed a word to anyone.

“Well, Sir,” Rice said with a smile, “if I was you, I’d keep an eye on that young lady. If her husband is dead and gone, she just might need someone to look after her.”

“It wouldn’t be me.”

Sullivan smiled slightly, but after what he had gone through losing his wife and son during the war, he had no intention and no interest in having another relationship. It was too much and he would never take a chance on such a loss again. Still, he had to admit to himself and no one else, that Mrs. Wells was indeed a very attractive young woman. If he was looking, if he was interested, then she would certainly be interesting to him. But no, not now, not ever.

“All right, that’s all. You probably need to settle in at the hotel, so we’ll let you go for now.”

“Thanks. I’ll head out to Fort Worth in the morning.”

“Good.”

Sullivan left the office, went down the street and then crossed it. When he walked in the hotel, he saw Josephine Wells standing in the lobby. She spoke to him.

“Anything you all can do would be greatly appreciated.”

“I’m going over to the ranch and Fort Worth tomorrow. If I could have that map it would be a big help.” 

“I’ll get it for you, Mister Sullivan. Is that right?”

“Yes, Ma’am. Toombs Sullivan.”

“You mean like...?”

“No, like a grandfather.”

She smiled at him in the warmest kind of way. She was a married woman he reminded himself. And he was not interested.
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It was eerily quiet, except for a creaking hinge on the barn door, as the wind rolled through the place and then ceased. Toombs Sullivan looked at the barn and saw it was a fine structure, well-built and sturdy. Then he looked at the house. It appeared to be solidly constructed, partly of stone and partly of wood. The slanted roof was made of square wooden tiles. Sullivan thought, someone knew what he was doing here. There was one thing missing.

Then he corrected his thinking, there were two things missing. There were no people and no animals of any kind.

He looked in the corral which was attached to the barn’s back door and came around to the right side all the way to the front. There was no sign there had ever been any living thing on the place, no horses, no cattle. He looked out across the nearby pasture land, which had plenty of grass and water from a small creek beyond the barn a good way. There was nothing there and it did not look like there had ever been.

He got off his horse, tied him at the barn and walked over to the house. He stepped up on the spacious porch where there were two rocking chairs. When he turned the door handle it was unlocked, so he walked inside. Everything was in place. All the furniture was where it should be. There was a large chair near the fireplace, a small stack of wood and a small pile of ashes. There was a couch and other chairs. There were a couple of paintings on the walls. A rifle from the Civil War hung over the mantel at the fireplace.

Sullivan walked back through the house, where he found three bedrooms. As he looked in each, he saw the beds were neatly made, as though they had never been slept in by anyone, except he knew Mrs. Wells and her driver had stayed there. He came to the back door, opened it and found a dog-trot that led to another smaller building. When he went inside, he found a large wood stove, a large table and chairs that would seat at least eight people. There was a sink for washing dishes and pots. Various kinds and sizes of pots, pans and utensils were hanging on the walls. There was a cabinet containing dishes, cups, saucers. He saw a corn shucker, a bread chest and an ironing board. When he opened the back door, he saw a small porch with a well by the house. The bucket was stone cold dry.
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