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​Chapter 1: Texas Was Wild
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In the early days of Stephen F. Austin’s colony, land was the promise. A man could be granted land in exchange for farming and pledging loyalty to Texas. Open prairies. Endless rivers. The kind of land that made a man believe he could start fresh and build something that would last. The soil was rich. The trees were tall and thick, live oak, cedar, and pecan, enough to build cabins, barns, and dreams. Folks came from far-off places, hungry for freedom, chasing hope across the horizon.

But Texas wasn’t tamed. It was wild. Rattlesnakes under every rock. Mesquite and cactus tore at skin and hide with thorns as long as a man’s finger. And out there, beyond the tree line, were the Comanche. Fierce. Unforgiving. Masters of the prairie. The Indians up north were a little more welcoming. Not the Comanche.

The Comanche didn’t ride alone. They came like the wind, fast, silent, everywhere at once. No war drums. No warning. Just the flicker of movement in the grass, and then blood. They were raised to hunt, to fight, to vanish into the horizon before you could count their number. And by the time you did, it was too late.

They would kill any white man they saw. Sometimes they took captives. The women, taken for sport. Sometimes they would torture just to see how much one could endure. The children were sold to other tribes or kept as slaves and, on occasion, raised as one of their own.

No settler slept easy, and yet, the settlers still came. They risked it all for a place to call home. Land worth fighting for. Worth dying for.

East of Waterloo (present-day Austin) — August 1833 — Mexican-controlled Tejas

The first light of morning seeped over the horizon, painting the sky in oranges and soft blues. A thin mist clung low to the ground. The silence of the wild dominated, no birds, no wind, just the breath of the earth waking up. Endless Texas prairie stretched in all directions. Rolling grasslands swayed gently. Juniper-covered hills loomed in the distance.

Nestled near a bend in the Colorado River sat a small community of log cabins, surrounded by a makeshift wall like a fort. In the center of the courtyard stood a bell attached to a post. A curl of smoke slipped from a chimney.

Outside Reuben Hornsby’s cabin, three men moved with purpose in the chilled dawn air. Haynie, a broad-shouldered man in his thirties with a thick beard and the rough hands of someone who had roped cattle, tightened a saddle strap. Standifer was a bit younger, in his mid-twenties, not the smartest of men, but he was loyal. He lifted a worn musket rifle and tied it securely to his horse’s rigging, checking the knots twice. Strother, also in his thirties, quiet and methodical, adjusted the gear on a packhorse, his movements slow and deliberate as he glanced once toward the distant tree line, always watchful.

Their motions were deliberate. They were seasoned men, used to packing for a journey. Canvas bedrolls, metal tins, and surveying tools were strapped to saddle horns with rawhide ropes. The leather creaked beneath calloused hands. Everyone did their job without saying a word, the silence broken only by the soft snort of a horse and the faint jingle of a spur. These were the kind of men who knew the frontier well enough to respect it, and who had learned the hard way that words were best saved for when they really mattered.

A raven lifted from a nearby fence post and glided off into the haze. A boot pressed into dry dirt. A hand wiped morning dew from a saddle. A horse shifted and snorted. The sun broke through the trees, casting shadows across the prairie.

In another part of Texas, atop a prairie hill, a lone Comanche warrior sat motionless on his horse, silhouetted against the open sky. His body was lean, every muscle honed by a lifetime of war. His bare chest was smeared with streaks of red and black paint, ancestral markings earned through blood. His face was hardened. Two dark lines ran from beneath his eyes down to his jaw, like tears. His long black hair was braided with strips of leather and beads, and a single feather swayed gently in the wind.

He held a lance upright. A rawhide shield hung at his hip. His bow and quiver rested across his back. Both rider and horse were as one, alert, poised, and waiting. His eyes were fixed ahead.

Then a thunderous wave of Comanche warriors surged across the prairie, dozens of riders moving as one. Painted bodies blurred as feathers and ribbons whipping behind them, faces fierce and focused. Their horses pounded the earth in perfect rhythm. They moved low and fast, silent yet unstoppable, like a storm rolling in without warning.

Moving straight through the tree line, branches settled behind them, swallowing their motion as though it had never been there. The ground was now still.

The attack was short and fierce. They were in and out before anyone knew what was happening. The small farmhouse stood broken and scorched, its roof partially caved in, smoke curling from the smoldering ruins. The front door hung off one hinge, creaking in the wind. Scattered across the yard were bodies, still, lifeless, twisted where they fell. A wagon lay overturned with its wheel spinning slowly.

On a narrow trail, a young girl’s legs hung limp over the sides of a horse. They were torn and streaked with blood, raw from hours of riding through mesquite and thorny brush. Deep scratches crisscrossed her skin, some fresh and bleeding, others already darkening with bruises and dirt. Her once-white dress was in tatters, shredded by the mesquite; it clung to her like old cloth on a scarecrow. The fabric rode high, exposing her wounded legs to every jolt and scrape. She was slumped forward and barely upright, her small frame swaying with the horse’s motion. Her hands were tied at the wrists, secured tightly with rough rawhide, the binding biting into her skin. Her fingers twitched faintly, numb, exhausted, too weak to resist. The horse moved steadily beneath her, uncaring, its hooves crunching through the underbrush. She didn’t cry. She was long past crying.

Back at Hornsby’s Bend, Sarah Hornsby stepped out onto the cabin porch, wiping flour-dusted hands on her apron. Her face was warm and welcoming, with the quiet strength of a woman who had seen the frontier’s hardships and still kept a fire burning in the hearth. Josiah Wilbarger, lean and sun-hardened, tied the reins of his horse to the post. 

“Y’all come in now before the cornbread gets cold,” Sarah called.

Josiah tipped his hat toward her, a small, genuine smile breaking across his weathered face. “Yes, ma’am,” he replied.

Inside Hornsby’s cabin, a fire crackled gently in the stone fireplace. Josiah came in and sat at the table with Reuben Hornsby and Thomas Christian, a newly married man and brimming with the restless optimism of someone just stepping onto the Texas frontier. A folded document lay on the table between them, along with a not-very-detailed map of the area.

Josiah tapped the paper. “One hundred and five and a half acres. Along the creek bed just west of here. Good soil. Plenty of water. Austin said it was some of the best he’d seen!” Thomas leaned forward, nodding slowly. “You’ve got a fine piece of land there, Thomas,” Reuben said. Thomas smiled. “Ground’s still soft. If you can get seed in soon, you’ll be picking your own corn before the first cold snap,”  Josiah added.

Across the room, near the fireplace, Sarah and Margaret Wilbarger tended to breakfast and traded quiet conversation while folding linens. “Missouri was no place for a woman. Mud, sickness, and lawlessness,” Sarah said. “And the smell, Lord, the tanneries in Saint Charles could knock you over!” After taking a deep breath, Margaret added, “I told Josiah I’d follow him anywhere. I just didn’t think ‘anywhere’ meant this God-forsaken country.”

Sarah’s smile faded slightly, turning reflective. “You’re stronger than you think. So was Ann. Haven’t heard from her in some time. How is Josiah’s sister?” “Last word we got said she was staying with family back east. The fever hit their town hard. Several folks even died from it.” Sarah said, “Well, I think it’s just too many people all in one place. At least out here we can spread out a little.” “Or a lot!” Margaret replied. They both laughed and went back to their chores.

Back at the table, the men stood up. Josiah rolled the map and tucked it carefully into his satchel. Reuben poured another cup of coffee, his eyes glancing toward the window. “You sure you got enough powder and shot?” Reuben asked. “It’s not the bullets I’m worried about. It’s finding water that don’t taste like a cow died in it,” Josiah said.

“Ain’t no part of Texas don’t come with its own flavor. You get out toward Mina, and it starts tasting like sulfur—and regret.” Josiah chuckled. “Still better than Missouri.” Reuben nodded, growing a little more serious. He looked out at the quiet land beyond the cabin.

“You reckon they’ll come?” Josiah asked. “The Comanche?” Reuben replied. “Or worse, banditos. Mexico’s still figuring itself out, and Spain ain’t but a ghost with a grudge,” Josiah answered. “I don’t know if they’re worse, but they’re none too keen on us being here,” Reuben said as he paused for a moment. “Thomas’s claim runs east of the timberline. Ya’ll should be fine.”

Reuben looked toward the rising sun, then back at Josiah with a brother’s concern. “Wish I could ride with you, Josiah. This mill foundation’s gotta be built before the rains come. I don’t like sending my best friend out without me watching his back.” “You just don’t want me hammering more stakes than you,” Josiah boasted. Reuben, with a smirk on his face, answered back, “You call that hammering? I’ve seen woodpeckers hit straighter.”

Josiah patted him on the shoulder. “Bring me back a proper map, and don’t go falling off your horse this time,” Reuben said. “I still say that horse was spooked by a snake,” Josiah said. “It was your belly that spooked ’em, too much of Margaret’s cornbread.” They laughed.

The men proceeded to the door. Josiah gave Reuben one last look and a half smile. “Tell Sarah thanks for the biscuits,” Josiah said. “I’ll see you tonight.” “You’d better.” Reuben turned toward the others. “Y’all ready?”

Standifer reached across the table to grab some cornbread and wrap it in a napkin. “Just a few more pieces of this cornbread, and I’ll be ready.” Strother nodded quietly from the corner, checking his rifle one last time. “Y’all heard what happened north of Fort Worth?” Standifer chimed in. Josiah nodded.

Standifer continued, “Osage Indians attacked and wiped out a Kiowa village, killing just about all of them.” “That’s a ways north of here,” Josiah answered. “If they want to attack and kill each other, then I’m okay with that. We haven’t seen many around.” “Don’t mean they ain’t out there,” Haynie replied. “That’s why you three were hired on, for the ‘just in case,’” Josiah answered.

“Shoot! You can just pay me with Sarah’s cornbread,” Standifer replied while stuffing more into his saddlebag. Dust puffed beneath their feet as they crossed the yard. The horses waited, restless, tails swishing as leather creaked under saddles. One by one, the five men grabbed reins, planted a boot in the stirrup, and swung up into the saddle.

Standifer shoved another piece of cornbread in his mouth. He tipped his hat toward Sarah. “Thank you, Mrs. Hornsby!” “Thank you, ma’am,” Haynie and Strother added. They tugged the reins and moved their mounts forward, riding out toward the open prairie.

The women and Reuben stood on the porch watching them head out. Margaret wore a concerned look on her face. “Y’all be back before supper. Margaret is cooking up her famous rabbit stew,” Sarah called. Josiah turned slightly in the saddle, raising a hand in salute. “Wouldn’t miss it,” Josiah replied. The men rode on toward the tree line, their silhouettes gradually merging with the golden haze of the rising sun. Behind them, the homestead stood quiet once more. Only the soft creak of the porch boards under shifting weight and the faint, fading rhythm of hooves breaking the stillness.

Sarah placed a gentle hand on Margaret’s shoulder. “They’ll be back,” she said softly, though the words felt more like a prayer than a promise.

Margaret nodded, eyes fixed on the distant figures until they disappeared into the trees.
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​Chapter 2: The Attack
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At Walnut Creek, the horses moved at a steady, unhurried pace, carrying the men through scattered patches of twisted oaks and tall cedar that offered only fleeting shade. The only sound was the quiet rhythm of hooves. Without a single cloud to blunt its force, the sun climbed higher, and the temperature rose steadily. Sweat began to bead on the men’s faces and darken the collars of their shirts. Thomas lifted a sleeve to wipe the sweat from his brow, grimacing slightly as the heat pressed against his skin like a hot iron.

“There’s the creek. From here, we head north a ways,” Josiah said. Thomas tilted his hat back and squinted at the open prairie beyond the trees. “Can we stay in the shade? It’s fixin’ to get hot out there.”

Standifer grumbled, wiping his sleeve across his forehead. “Fixin’ to? It’s already a hundred degrees in the shade, and we ain’t even out of the trees yet.”

Strother, riding a little behind, gave a Thomas tilted his hat back and squinted at the open prairie beyond the trees. “Can we stay in the shade? It’s fixin’ to get hot out there.”

Standifer snorted, wiping his sleeve across his forehead. “Fixin’ to? It’s already a hundred degrees in the shade, and we ain’t even out of the trees yet.”

Strother, riding a little behind, gave a quiet chuckle. “I think he’s being facetious.”

Standifer turned in the saddle, eyebrows shooting up. “Fac... what? What does that mean?”

Josiah kept his face perfectly straight, though the corner of his mouth twitched. “He’s being sarcastic, Joseph.”

A brief silence fell over the group. Standifer stared at them, brow furrowed, clearly turning the word over in his mind like a puzzle piece that didn’t quite fit. Haynie couldn’t hold it in any longer.

“Hey, Josiah!” he called, grinning wide. “I don’t think he knows what sarcastic means.”

The laughter broke loose then, all but Standifer, who scowled and muttered under his breath. “It’s too dang hot out here to be usin’ big fancy words.”

They reached the creek as the sun climbed higher. Josiah slowed his horse first, the animal's ears pricking forward at the scent of water. He stopped to let it drink the cool stream.

Standifer, still fuming from the earlier teasing, muttered under his breath and urged his horse onward, veering a little farther north of the creek. The ground rose gently into a low hill, scrub brush and scattered rocks dotting the slope. He rode on, oblivious at first, his mind replaying the jabs earlier.

Then, just over the hill, movement caught his eye. A young Comanche warrior knelt at the edge of the creek, drinking with cupped hands, his horse drinking beside him. The warrior's back was turned with his bow slung across his shoulders. Standifer’s body went rigid, every muscle locking in place. His breath caught in his throat, and his heart sank.

He lowered himself slightly in the saddle, eyes locked on the figure below, praying the warrior hadn't heard his approach. With a slow, deliberate breath to steady his shaking hand, he raised one arm behind him and made a sharp, quiet motion, a silent signal to get down and stay quiet.

“What’s he see? What’s he see?” Haynie whispered from behind, voice barely audible, laced with sudden tension.

Standifer didn't dare respond. Inch by inch, he eased his horse back, guiding it step by careful step, every muscle taut as he avoided snapping a twig or moving a loose stone. The horse shifted uneasily, sensing his fear, but obeyed. Sweat trickled down Standifer's neck.

Once he was just beyond the rise, out of the Comanche’s line of sight, Standifer pivoted the horse around with a quick, controlled tug on the reins. He bent low over the neck and urged it into a silent gallop back toward the others, every second feeling like an eternity as the weight of discovery pressed down on him.

“What is it, Standifer?” Josiah asked. “Comanche! Over the hill.” A ripple of alarm passed through the group. Thomas forced a shaky laugh, though his hand had already drifted toward his rifle, “I hope you’re being facetious.” Haynie was already reaching back, fingers closing around the stock of his rifle, pulling it free with a soft scrape of leather. “Did he see you?” Strother asked. Standifer shook his head once, quick and certain. “I don’t think so.” “Where there’s one, the others aren’t far behind. Must be a scout,” Haynie said.

The men rode a little faster up the hill to find the Comanche. But when they crested the hill, all they saw was that the Comanche warrior was already mounted and a fast-moving blur against the open clearing below. His horse cut through the tall grass like a blade through silk, hooves barely seeming to touch the earth. Long black hair and feathers whipped wildly in the wind behind him, the warrior bent forward in perfect balance, urging his mount to greater speed. He was already a hundred yards out, gaining distance with every heartbeat.

“We can’t let him get away!” Haynie shouted. “Come on, boys!” Strother urged.

The Comanche rider crested the next rise, and then he was gone, swallowed by the rolling land. The men rode up behind him, closing the gap as fast as their horses would carry them. Breathless, sweating, they reached the top of the hill, but the prairie beyond was empty. Nothing. He’s gone. “Where’d he go?” Standifer asked. “Now what?” Thomas said, wiping sweat from his eyes. Josiah sat motionless a moment longer, gaze sweeping the open ground. He shook his head slowly. “I ain’t headin’ through those hills. Let’s head back to the creek. Ain’t nothin’ we can do now.”

Standifer shifted in the saddle, still staring at the empty plain. “Maybe we done scared him off,” Standifer suggested. “Let’s hope so,” Haynie said.

The men turned their horses and headed back toward the creek, the tension still thick among them. The brief chase had left them on edge, rifles resting across their laps, eyes scanning the horizon with every step. Just beyond the next rolling hill, hidden from sight, five more Comanche warriors lay prone in the tall grass. They had been waiting, patient as predators, bodies flat against the earth, faces painted in streaks of red and black. Their horses were tethered low behind a rise, silent and still, trained to remain quiet even when danger passed close.
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