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In 1875 they migrated out of the Texas Panhandle, old Jake Murdock and one son and around twenty cowhands, pushing along three thousand longhorns. The northward trek had taken its toll on both men and livestock. But shining strong in rancher Murdock was a vision of the Badlands, a strange and sheltered land he’d seen but once, and a self-made promise that after delivering the trail herd over to Miles City, he would strike eastward accompanied by his Segundo, Bill Lowman. 

On the afternoon of the second day, Bill Lowman reined his sorrel around a scrub oak, squinted slowly from under the stained brim of his brown Stetson at the rancher, and muttered, “Yesterday we crossed the Powder River. Meanin’, Jake, we’re just about runnin’ out of Montana and there’s still no sign of them...Badlands.” 

Folding his large, gnarled hands over the saddle horn as he pulled up, Jake Murdock surveyed the tawny plains stretching into the hazy distance. Murdock and his Segundo were second-generation Texans, though at fifty he was a decade older than Bill Lowman. The seams in the rancher’s flinty face had been eroded by harsh winters and heat-singed summers, by fist and rope and barbed wire. The probing eyes were rheumy blue, had been witness to more hard times than good, and Jake Murdock had hung his share of rustlers, be they whites or renegade Indians, along with some Mex banditos. 

In a voice scoured by age and the elements, he said, “Les mauvaises terres a traverser - bad lands to cross. The words of a Canuck trapper I bested at five card stud.” 

“According to General Sully, the Badlands is hell with the fires burned out. I just can’t cotton to a place like that, Jake.” 

“I felt the same way when first setting eyes upon the Badlands. But it’s more than that, Bill, a whole heap more. The Sioux tell it differently.” Loping eastward again, the rancher went on to narrate how once upon an ancient time, the Badlands were a fertile plain, thick with buffalo grown fat on rich grasses. “It was a place of harmony where, each autumn, the tribes gathered to hunt and trade and hold friendly councils in the shade along the Little Missouri River. Though they were hostile elsewhere, here they met in peace.  

“In Sioux legend,” the rancher went on, “trouble came from the west. A fierce mountain tribe rode down to claim the hunters’ paradise, driving the plains people out. They tried to reclaim it, but failed. Finally, they met in a great council to fast and pray to the Great Spirit. 

“After many days without an answer, they had begun to despair ... when suddenly a great tremor seized the earth, the sky grew black as night, and lightning burned jagged through the gloom. Fires began to flame and sizzle underfoot, and the earth tossed and pitched like the waves of the sea. The mountain's heights that were there sank smoking along with these invaders, as did the streams and trees and all that lived there. Then, just as abruptly as it had begun, the terror ended, leaving the plain in grotesque disarray. And thus it was that the Great Spirit destroyed the strife that had stirred up among his children, and the Badlands were born.” 

Bill Lowman was a shade over six feet, the years spent in the saddle having hammered the Texan into a hard, sinewy slimness, and though possessed of a calm, easy manner, there’d been times when he’d bested men bigger’n him in fisticuffs. He had a dark, handsome complexion, and the black handlebar mustache curled upward at its flaring ends. The Segundo was a bachelor but at age forty still had notions of getting hitched to a certain Texas woman. As Segundo for Jake Murdock’s Hashknife, Lowman simply figured it was his job to delegate authority, something he did without rancor and not favoring any particular cowhand working for him. Ranching was a day-long, and sometimes all-night, chore—the credo Bill Lowman lived by. 

Oftentimes he’d been tempted to start his own spread. Lately, though, things had been tougher’n rawhide down in Texas, what with drought and low prices and this arduous task of having to bring up a trail herd to be sold at these northern markets nearly every summer. So he could understand why Jake Murdock wanted to relocate. But if it were him, Lowman knew, he’d be a-hankering to settle westward where those Big Horns shadowed the Wyoming plains. 

The Stetson favored by Lowman had a long crease in its crown, with a tail feather from a red-tailed hawk in its faded reddish band, the front brim slanted down to shade chestnut-tinted eyes constantly scanning what lay fringing the limits of his vision. Both men wore leather vests, but Lowman’s had a round paper tab dangling from a shirt pocket and being tossed about by the erratic wind tugging at his checkered shirt. It was a pleasant autumn day, perhaps in the low seventies, and partly cloudy. 

Toward nightfall and with long shadows dancing ahead to announce their presence, the rancher smiled at his first glimpse—bluish tinted buttes announcing a break in the endless prairie—of the place he sought. “A few ranches have already been established over there.” 

“Are any out of Texas?” 

“Yup—the OX and 777 spreads.” 

“At least we’ll have someone to palaver with.” 

“Still harboring doubts about this?” 

“Not even longhorns could survive a winter out here on these plains. And that same snow’ll sure as sin cover the Badlands.” 

“Bill”—Jake Murdock smiled—“it’s my opinion somebody should have called them the Goodlands because it’s an ideal place to raise cattle, winter or summer.” 

This statement only brought from Lowman a skeptical grimace as he trailed after the rancher, clucking his horse into a canter. A short distance later, Murdock drew rein on a rising stretch of prairie, and then Bill Lowman pulled up too and studied with some wonderment this strange barrier called the Badlands, sunken below where he sat in the saddle. Instead of being such a place as the Grand Canyon, as he’d led himself to believe, there lay before the Segundo verdant trees and lush grass twisting amongst heights being plated with gold by daylight’s final glow. While the rancher was simply content to dismount and walk his horse closer to the edge of the rise, Bill Lowman, in that quick way of his, fished out his tobacco pouch and wad of paper, and then rolled a cigarette into shape before swinging his pondering eyes to Murdock. 

“There’s more to it than I reckoned and mighty different, too.” 

“Meaning I’m not that much of a fool for wanting to settle here?” 

A grin played across the Segundo’s lips. “The jury’s still out on that.” 
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Nearly a decade later, in 1886, the long winter was giving way to early spring. For the men of the Hashknife, tugged deep in the Badlands where Squaw Creek joined the Little Missouri River, this meant the chore of rounding up most of the horses let loose to shift for themselves during the winter, but chiefly that of hauling out mired cows and steers. 

As long as everything was frozen solid there was little danger, except for a spring snowstorm, to the livestock. Spring thaw changed all of that: a time when the river ice broke up, the streams were left with an edging of deep bog, and when the quicksand was as its worst. As the frost melted out of the soil, the ground around the alkali springs changed into a trembling quagmire, and deep holes of slimy, tenacious mud formed in the bottom of all the gullies. 

The cattle, which had been foraging through the thick-piled snow for grass, were gaunt and weakened, and craving water. They rushed heedlessly into any pool and stand while lapping greedily at the icy water as they sank steadily into the mud. Finding themselves trapped, the cattle floundered weakly about and shortly resigned themselves to their fate, unless a cowhand wandered by to haul them out. Many were lost in smallish mud-holes or found dead in a gulch but two or three feet in width, or in the quicksand of a creek so narrow that it could almost be jumped. 

The worst of these, as Johnny Crowheart soon discovered, were alkali holes, where the water oozed out through the thick clay, and which clung to any animal with a ropy tenacity. 

“Up here we call it a rope, Crowheart,” chided Arty Lamar in response to Crowheart’s calling the coiled rope he held a lasso. 

“Guess I’ve a heap to learn about the way of it up here.” 

Hoarfrost, thick as buttermilk puffing out of his mouth, Lamar, at twenty-five, perhaps two years older than Crowheart, studied the latest of some dozen cowpunchers just hired on at the Hashknife. He saw another displaced Southerner. 

Johnny Crowheart, brimmed hat tugged low over his forehead to help ward off the chill of this spring day edging toward nightfall, hunkered into an old sheepskin, patched Levis and worn brown boots, the coiled rope dangling from one hand, and armed as the other waddy was, with a handgun and booted rifle, had in his eyes a blued wariness. With those long arms and legs dangling below the rounded belly of his cow pony, he showed the promise of someday being a large man, but his lifestyle, that of wandering cowhand, had both leaned Johnny Crowheart and given him a guarded outlook as to the friendship of Arty Lamar and these new surroundings. 

At the approach of the horsemen, a longhorn tried surging weakly out of a bog hole but only succeeded in sinking deeper into the unresisting clay, with its frantic bellowing causing Johnny Crowheart’s bronc to jump skittishly sideways while fighting the bit. All of the Hashknife horses were rough-broken, in that a hired bronc buster merely broke them to the saddle and left the rudiments of turning it into a roping horse to the waddy. The hammerhead ridden by Crowheart was one of seven in his string, and he quieted it down with some soothing words as Arty Lamar brought his bronc around the muddied fringes of the bog hole. 

Lamar’s rope whistled out to loop around the curving horns of the longhorn, a good wagon-span apart, and quickly he wrapped the end he held around his saddle horn; then he urged his horse forward to take up the slack in the rope. The touch of the rope brought more lowing from the steer and curses from the man trying to free it. 

“Crowheart,” he called out, “reckon you’ll have to rope one of its legs or we’ll never get this dumb critter out.” 

“That’ll take some doing since its legs are stuck in that bog hole. 

“Afraid of a little mud, Crowheart?” 

With some reluctance, Johnny Crowheart dismounted, and ground-hitching his reins, he stepped gingerly onto the fringes of the softer ground already clutching at his boots, as Lamar’s horse set its weight against the rope and stepped ahead. One of Crowheart’s boots slipped out from under him, and he fell backward into ankle-deep mud, which provoked from the other waddy a pleased grin. Scrambling to his feet, he slogged deeper into the bog hole and managed to coil his rope around a foreleg, then Crowheart sought dryer ground and his saddle. Their ropes working together, the Hashknife waddies managed to drag the longhorn out of the bog hole, and immediately upon gaining its feet, the enraged animal charged its rescuers, something they’d anticipated. They wheeled their mounts to either side, angling the ropes to trip up the steer, and after freeing their ropes, Arty Lamar and Crowheart headed away at a fast canter. 

“This is worse than shoveling out the horse barn.” 

“That stuff smells about the same,” commented Lamar. “It’s nighting; what say we mosey in?” 

“Suits me,” said Johnny, as he pulled up, slid to the ground, and began stomping his boots on a flat rock to dislodge some of the clinging mud. “Just can’t seem to get used to this place.” 

“For certain, the Badlands are plumb different. Once the ground thaws out, our work’ll really pick up, which means we won’t be gettin’ much shut eye.” 

They were north of the Little Missouri River, where it gorged to the east, and surrounded by a tangled chaos of canyon-like valleys, winding gullies and washouts with abrupt, unbroken sides. Now Johnny Crowheart gazed distantly at an isolated sandstone peak, which in the warming days to come would have its soily mixture of gumbo clay and scoria become an eely glue up which no horseman would dare climb, and beyond the peak to a chain of reddish hills lined with blackish layers of lignite whose ridges ended in a sheer cliff. 

Climbing into the saddle and following after Lamar, he figured it wouldn’t take but one or two wrong turns to get a man lost. The bunkhouse stories had been of cowpunchers simply disappearing out here. Their Segundo, Bill Lowman, stated a horseman needed mountaineering skills to pass through these steep and broken buttes, and told of an outfit trying to take a shortcut through the Badlands, making only four miles in three days with its wagons, before turning back. 

But young Crowheart, despite his misgivings about this place, had to admit there was a certain quiet majesty in the way the setting sun set to shining the layered ribbons of colored rock: gray, coral, red, and the shades of brown and black. The heavy spring air had brought out the scents of newborn vegetation, and of rocks smelling of damp mold, with the unexpected appearance from time to time of bighorn sheep, elk, mule or white-tail deer. There was considerable snow melt, with rivulets of water seeping down from higher up and gleaming dully in the diminishing light of day. 

Gorging a hundred mile track through these sunken mountains was the Little Missouri River and lesser tributaries, the sustainers of life for the longhorn and wild horse and others calling this home. 

Snuggling deeper into his sheepskin, Johnny felt more keenly the bite of the northerly wind riffling at his muddy clothing. And he didn’t look forward to the five mile or so ride back to the main buildings. There was still a lot of snow, but in scattered patches, embedded with loamy soil that streaked it, and small pebbles thrown there by the wind. Distantly, off to the southeast, a column of smoke marked the site of a burning coal vein, set aflame by errant lightning or brush fires. 

To keep his mind off the growing chill as he loped alongside Arty Lamar, Johnny pushed his thoughts southward to about a month ago when he’d hired on with the Hashknife, that being down at Medora, so named for the wife of its founder, the Marquis de Mores, a transplanted Frenchman. At the time he’d been nursing a warm stein of beer while gazing ruefully at his life savings; six bits winking dully under lamplight spilling down upon the crowded bar in the Plainsman Saloon. 

Ever since a carpetbagger had sat down before the piano to play a medley of tunes, going on a half-hour now, Johnny had been eyeing a black-bordered notice tacked among the others up along the back bar, the gilt-edged words in it telling that workers were needed over at the local meat packing plant owned by the Marquis de Mores. This, and other local lore, had been detailed to him by an out-of-work cowpuncher he’d been buying drinks for. 

“That’d be awful bloody work.” 

Squinting at his empty beer stein, the waddy said to Crowheart, “I reckon so. My feet couldn’t stand being out of the saddle for any length of time. We’re lucky, though.” 

“How’s that?” 

“Coming onto spring and some ranchers have checked into the Rough Rider Hotel, here to hire waddies such as us.” 

“That would suit me right down to the hole in my left boot.” He rapped a quarter against the bar to get the barkeep’s attention—and for his efforts drew an angry glare from a buffalo hunter with his elbows hooked on the front end of the bar. Crowheart was sort of mellowed out from all the drinking he’d done. And trouble to him was the realization he’d soon be dead broke, the occasional hunger pang gnawing at his belly reminding him of that, and that just maybe he would head over to the Cowboy Cafe for another helping of steak and eggs and sour cream biscuits. 

“You’re awful loud!” 

“My humble apologies,” Crowheart called out to the buffalo hunter, then yelled to the barkeep, “What the heck! Let’s splurge—two fingers apiece of Four Roses and refill our beer glasses.” Broke now, but still somewhat clear-headed, he received from his drinking companion a grateful smile. 

“Mr. Crowheart, Sir, I do admire your hospitality.” 

“My pleasure, Mr. Walton,” said Johnny, and then his attention was caught by a hunting knife that pierced lamplight and sliced at a finger of his right hand reaching to shove the change toward the barkeep. The knife quivered in the stained bar top. 

“Company?” 

“Yeah,” muttered Johnny. 

“He’s sure big.” 

“Kind of lardy, though. A regular pain in—” 

“I get your drift.” Stepping away from the bar as did Johnny Crowheart, the waddy added, “Long time since I’ve seen Yakima Pierce.” 

“You’re acquainted?” 

“Somewhat.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Over at Miles City, he claimed I cheated him out of fifty bucks in a friendly poker game.” 

“Then why’s he gunnin’ for me?” 

“Drunk as Yakima is, he probably mistook you for me, so he wants your dinero and a piece of your hide.” 

“Won’t get much of either,” Johnny mumbled worriedly as he wiped the blood seeping from his cut finger onto his Levis. 

Back in a cramped area between the poker tables and three connecting booths, a black potbellied stove threw off shimmering heat waves to bring out the pungent odors of stale beer, whiskey slop and tobacco smoke to prick at the nostrils of those in the saloon. There were other unsavory odors too, such as that reeking from the buffalo hunter Yakima Pierce, a wide blocky man equal in height to Crowheart, but of craggy bearded countenance. Pierce’s unshapely hat was grease-stained as was the clothing showing under the long buffalo-hide coat, and where his shirt was open on his breastbone the flannel underwear he wore next to his skin was more a grimy black than gray. 

Yakima Pierce reached over and retrieved his hunting knife along with Crowheart’s six bits, then he spat out drunkenly, “Cowpoke, you’re stinkin’ up my air!” 

If anything, Crowheart mused before responding to the insult; this miserable buffalo hunter had contaminated with his presence this waterhole otherwise known as the Plainsman Saloon. So’s it was time to set the record straight, a reckless notion spurred on by his somewhat alcoholic state of the moment. 

“I’ll bet your friends—that is if you’ve got any—call you Porker!” That was uttered with the placating manner of a Baptist preacher sorrowing over a dearly departed member of his congregation. 

This evoked from Ike Walton a pleased grin and these words: “Mr. Crowheart, Suh, I think you’ve got Yakima’s undivided attention.” 

Mouthing curses, the buffalo hunter came at Crowheart with that wicked hunting knife flailing away. Somehow, Crowheart evaded the knife before he managed to kick the weapon out of the buffalo hunter’s hand. Then they were grappling, with Yakima Pierce clawing at Crowheart’s face and drawing blood. When they fell apart, a roundhouse right sent Crowheart reeling backward toward one of the front windows ornately decorated with frames of glass imported from Chicago. Yakima Pierce followed up with another hard blow that sent the luckless cowpoke through the window to shatter it and come down hard on his back outside the fringe of boardwalk. 

In the saloon, Ike Walton stepped forward when the buffalo hunter brushed the front of his coat aside and pulled out a big Dragoon revolver. Unleathering his .45 Peacemaker Walton brought the butt of it cracking across the back of Yakima’s head, and the man slumped into sawdust. 

Shaking his head to clear it, Johnny Crowheart got his first glimpse of the man he’d come to call Bossman, Jake Murdock, standing alongside his Segundo, Bill Lowman; both ranchmen wore amused grins. A shift of Crowheart’s head the opposite way revealed slim legs tucked into Levis and high-heeled boots. A further elevation of his pain-squinting eyes showed a Levi jacket and silky red bandanna, with the few shards of sunlight still left tinting the flowing raven hair spilling onto slender shoulders. The hair framed an exquisitely beautiful face which wore a frown for Crowheart, but all he could do under the impact of the woman’s dark amber eyes was smile before one of the men behind her sneered: 

“It seems that punk kid can’t fight either.” 

And that was how Johnny Crowheart first came to set eyes upon Carrie Morgan, who he would eventually discover lived with her father and three brothers up north of the Hashknife in the general vicinity of Caprock Coulee. 

Johnny Crowheart’s bronc clipping as it came off a rise, brought him back to the old reality of the present. Though he blinked away the remembrance of Carrie Morgan that first and only view of her had set him to thinking that just maybe he’d stick around these Badlands for a spell. Ike Walton, his erstwhile drinking partner back at Medora, had also hired on with the Hashknife, along with filling Crowheart in on the pedigree of the Morgan clan—claim-jumpers and worse, according to Walton. 

The spark of sunlight westward ebbed away leaving the Hashknife waddies with another two miles to go, and now Lamar’s up thrust hand caused them both to rein up. He pointed ahead to a lower reach of ground running along Squaw Creek, and worriedly said, “Ground’s chewed up.” 

What Arty Lamar had spotted was an old buffalo wallow, a place along the creek which buffalo had formed by rolling on their backs and sides in an attempt to coat their hides with mud to lessen the sting of summery mosquitoes. The buffalo wallow had, over a span of time, filled up and been covered with a sun-baked crust to match the surrounding terrain. But if a longhorn or horseman came along and rode unwarily over it, he’d sink into the wallow as if he had stepped on a trap door and, if not found in time, would perish in the gripping throes of the bottomless mud. This was Lamar’s fear as he rode on cautiously. 

“Getting too dark to pick up sign of what happened,” Lamar said. 

“Arty, seems to be some tracks off to our left; cattle, I think.” 

“Something probably spooked them.” 

Arriving near the buffalo wallow, they squinted down while trying to catch any sign of a longhorn which might have blundered in, and then Crowheart reached over and touched Lamar’s arm. 

“Someone’s hat is caught in that clump of bushes.” Sliding to the ground, Crowheart went over and retrieved the hat. When he walked back to the horses, Lamar struck a flame to a match, while Crowheart murmured wonderingly, “Ain’t this Jamison’s hat?” 

“It is his alright.” 

“What now?” 

“Just make certain we don’t get caught in there,” he said bitterly. “But it could be, though, he just couldn’t find it.” 

“It doesn’t seem likely.” 

“Nope,” Lamar agreed, “it doesn’t seem likely at all.” 

Angling away from Squaw Creek to higher and safer ground, they cantered silently ranch-ward. Stars were beginning to flutter like spring flowers enticingly opening their vari-colored petals with the wind still a constant force. In Crowheart’s mind rang the tales passed on to him back at the bunkhouse of others simply vanishing out here. Now it would be their turn—that is, if waddy Jamison wasn’t back there—to add to the deadly lore of these Badlands. He felt drained, empty in both belly and mind; he had aged a little, too. And the feeling he was shaking some from the increasing cold of early night didn’t strike Johnny Crowheart until they came around a low bluff and upon welcoming ranch lights guiding them toward the flood plain of the Little Missouri. 

The Hashknife buildings were actually strung on higher ground northeast of where Squaw Creek poured its copper-colored waters into the river. Both the creek and Little Missouri wended in diamondback fashion between chains of high bluffs and through small valleys with wooded bottoms. Oftentimes the entrance of a coulee slashed down between abrupt cliffs to the river valleys. 

Decked out in front of the main ranch house to shelter it from wintry storms and the heat of summer were cottonwoods, swayed now by the moaning wind. Paths had been chopped through thorny underbrush and trampled by cattle. In the evenings, the men of the Hashknife would idle around the bunkhouse or on the front porch of the main house and watch deer come timidly out of hiding to seek river water. The other buildings, the stable, sheds, bunkhouse, were of log construction and chinked with moss and mud. Pens for the cattle were brought in during the winter, and there were two corrals: a large one to hold horses kept during the day, and a smaller roping corral, with a snubbing post in its center and a wing strung out along one side of the gate entrance, for the saddle band to be driven in without undo difficulty. There was a large garden, just under an acre in size, first tended by the rancher and now under the care of the cook, Woody Hannagan, a long ago better-than-average working hand, and the Lopez’s, a Mex couple the rancher had brought up with him from Texas. 

Other cowpunchers were down at the corrals when Lamar and Crowheart rode past the main house and halted their tired mounts. As Arty Lamar slid to the ground, Bill Lowman poked his head out of the tack shed, and Lamar went over there and handed to Lowman the hat found by Crowheart. 

“Yup this is Jamison’s.” 

“Where’d you find it, Arty?” 

“Near a bog hole up north along Squaw Creek.” 

“Well, Jamison and that bunch aren’t in yet.” 

“That buffalo wallow was really stirred up. All we found were the hat and some tracks left by cattle.” 

“Fresh?” 

“Appeared to be.” 

“Howdy Crowheart, you got anything to add to this?” 

“Nossir.” 

“Okay,” said a troubled Bill Lowman. “Tend to your horses, then chow up.” He began turning away, then swung back and said to Crowheart, “Seems you got baptized in that mud, too.” 

“Just learning the ropes,” came back Johnny’s reply. Through the concern he felt for the missing waddy, part of the lonely feeling he’d been carrying around since coming to the Hashknife went away as he returned the Segundo’s smile, and somewhat more light-footed he began unsaddling his horse. 

Bolder winked the stars as the night wore on, but slowly, with everyone at the Hashknife waiting for the remaining hands to come in. After a change of clothes, Crowheart had supped and would have sought his bunk, but the worry of wondering about Jamison kept him up. While the others in the bunkhouse sat around the stove partaking in small talk, four waddies got involved in a pinochle game, cutthroat and no one partners. 

“We had orders to pair up.” 

“Yeah, but Jamison always did like to head out on his lonesome at times.” 

“As I recollect, he did. Keep that match lit, Arty.” 

A short time later a shout from outside emptied the bunkhouse, with one of the men who’d been keeping watch pointing northward at some riders loping toward the buildings. Clattering in, one of the horsemen inquired as to whether or not Jamison had returned. 

Jake Murdock strode closer to his men and said quietly, “Something like this was ordained to happen, men. The bottom line out here is that reckless men don’t last long, so from here on in no straying apart. There’s a possibility his horse might have gotten away. But if Jamison’s in that bog hole, he’s in it for eternity; time permitting, men, we’ll say a prayer for him up there. Getting tarnable late...and with this warm weather starting to move down from Canady, there are a lot of hard days ahead. G’night.” 

As the men began dispersing, a quiet word from the Segundo brought Johnny Crowheart after the man and to a crumbly piece of land overlooking the Little Missouri glinting under starlight. Bill Lowman took his own sweet time about forming a cigarette and lighting it, which set Crowheart’s eyes to the sky, and trailing after a shooting star before it winked out. 

“Things like this happen, Johnny.” 

“So I’m learning.” 

“And there’s no time to try and get the body out. Again, maybe it’s for the best Jamison stay buried up there; ‘cause I’m sure that’ll set with the Almighty Lord, too. Still want to keep on working here?” 

“The chow’s good, Mr. Lowman.” 

“Bill’s the handle. Then again, maybe you’re not wanting to leave has to do with a certain filly living up north of the Hashknife.” That was spoken with a teasing smile, but the next sentence from Lowman came out a little harder. “Any paper out on you, Crowheart?” 

“My past, Bill, is one of pure recklessness, but not stupidity.” 

“Could be you’ve just been plumb lucky...” 

“Reckon that pretty much speaks for a lot of us.” 

Trailing cigarette smoke, the Segundo paced southward along the high bank, and out from under the cottonwood tree, he stared beyond the river at the sky as a man searching for something in its vastness. In the few years he’d been here, Bill Lowman had leaned out more, and the black mane of hair and handlebar mustache had become peppered with gray; but about the Texan was a sureness of movement and eye that a lot of the younger hands envied. When it came to roping or gentle-breaking a horse, the Segundo had no equal, and he never bragged about this, though Lowman’s reputation as a practical joker was well established around the Badlands. That woman down in Texas he’d been pining after had, after mailing off a letter to the Segundo, married an established rancher. He had learned to live with that, as he had come to terms with the ways and moods of rancher Jake Murdock, and this concern for his boss was the reason he’d called Crowheart out here. He began explaining this by drawling, “Jake’s only kin is due home soon. Darin Murdock’s kind of spoiled. Been back east at college—that is, until he got kicked out, or so his pa said. Makes no sense, Darin coming back here.” 

“Why’s that?” 

“He hates ranchin’ and his pa, among other things. He’s around your age, Johnny. Reckless though...gets boozed up a lot...and sure likes his women.” He ambled farther along the ledge as the warming weather brought up from the river the croaking of frogs and, from across it, the lowing of cattle settling in for the night. “So why am I telling you this? Well, Crowheart, there’s an off-chance you can help me out. I recollect you saying on our way up here from Medora that you’d had some book learning.” 

“I can read and write some, if that’s what you mean.” 

“The bossman can’t,” Lowman said flatly. “And not a word about this to the other hands or you’ll get your walkin’ papers, pronto. You savvy that?” 

“Won’t breathe a word,” he said quickly. 

Nodding around the smoke curling up past his eyes, Lowman said, “The last three or four years, and before his son went to college, Jake took the boy along to these spring meetings held by the Stockman’s Association. Down in Medora, the bossman would have to hobnob with educated folks such as Teddy Roosevelt and that Marquis fella. Since Jake couldn’t read or write, it was the boy’s chore to take down the minutes of the meeting and other such information.” 

“Since Jake’s son is coming back,” pondered Crowheart, “won’t he be doing the same thing this year?” 

“After what happened to Darin Murdock back at college, I’d say not. Seems he got into trouble with the law; him and a couple of others got caught robbing a jewelry store. Jake’s influence and money got his son off with a stiff fine while others were sent to jail. The other condition was that Darin Murdock come back here and pick up some slack. Plainly stated Crowheart, I feel the boy is going to wind up with that drinking crowd of his again—or worse.” 

“So the gist of all this, Bill, is that you want me to perform that chore...” 

“Yup, but I’ll have to talk Jake into it. Ramrodding the Hashknife is too big a job or I’d tag along. By the way, where’d you spring from?” 

“Western Oklahoma until I was fifteen then a lot of other places.” 

“That pretty near makes you a Texan.” 

“You mind if I pair up with Ike Walton?” 

“What’s wrong with Arty Lamar?” 

“He’s a little too testy for my blood.” 

“Guess Lamar’s got that rep, all right.” 

“Walton owes me for all those drinks I bought down at Medora. Meanin’ he can get into them bog holes instead of me.” 

A rumble of laughter came from Bill Lowman as they cut back toward the bunkhouse. With that, the Segundo said, “It’ll give me a lot of pleasure telling old Walton this.” 

They parted by the bunkhouse, the Segundo strolling over to the small log house he called home, and Crowheart going to the darkened bunkhouse and finding his bunk. Despite the tragedy of this long spring day pressing at his thoughts, Johnny Crowheart had only moments to form an image of Carrie Morgan before sleep claimed him. 
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