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They floated down to the ground, except for those that were whipped around by the wind, and that happened often. Then they landed somewhere far beyond where they were headed to start with. The flakes had already piled up, so that the snow covered everything. The wind was straight out of the Oklahoma territory, and came from far beyond it up north, maybe all the way from Canada. Across the plains, there was nothing there to stop it.

Toombs Sullivan looked at the frozen sea of white that had no end. The wind did not end either, he thought. It seemed to be constant, but now and then, it stopped, giving the little flakes a chance to fall where they were headed straight down, but then the wind blew them away from the place where they landed.

Sullivan looked down at the frozen snow. It was no longer fluffy, for it had become a thin sheet of ice. It was crunchy, so that his horse made cracking sounds as he walked across it. So had other horses, leaving a clear trail of broken ice, for it was not even an inch thick.

He could easily follow them now. It might not have been so easy had the snow not come during the night. The day before, he had never seen any trace of the Comanches. But now he knew where they had been, and where they were going.

Sullivan pulled his scarf up over his mouth and nose, so that only his eyes were showing in the space where he could look out. The collar of his heavy coat was turned up, pulled up over his neck, and hopefully covering his ears somewhat. His gloves kept his hands from freezing, and his fingers from turning black and falling off into the frozen snow.

Late that morning, he had found their campsite. There were seven places where there had been coals. He did not know how many were in the party, but there must have been more than just a few, with that many campfires going during the night. 

Sullivan was far ahead of the company, too far he feared. If that group he was following decided to hold up out of the snow and wind, he could run up on them before he knew it. They could be hidden in the shelter of trees. The blowing snow would help conceal them, until it was too late. The thought sent a chill down his spine, though he already was chilled enough. But there were only a few trees. It was just open barren land, as far as he could see. That was not far in this snow storm. So, maybe he was just being a little too jumpy, a little too cautious.

He looked down across a long and wide valley. If he went forward, he would be out there alone and exposed. He sat on his horse at the top of a small rise, for a long time, wondering what to do.

Better to be wise and alive, than be daring and dead.

He pulled the reins around to his right pointing his horse back where he had come from. He would report on what he saw. That was why he was sent ahead, not to capture, kill, or attack anyone. Just go see what you can find out, was what he was told. He did just that, and that was enough for him.

He had found their tracks. That was important, for that would tell the Rangers their direction. With hard riding, maybe they could catch up with them, for they will stop and camp again.

He suddenly stopped. The snow, the snow. That snow will cover their tracks. What I have done will amount to nothing, he thought. They will lose the tracks for sure. Maybe he should . . . . Then he saw smoke, for the snow had stopped. They had their fires going.

Sullivan was following a band of Comanches. It was obvious he was on the trail, of not just warriors, but also women and children. They had with them their rolled-up tents and everything they possessed. Among those possessions were about a hundred head of cattle. If they followed their pattern, they would be meeting with a band of Comancheros, who would buy the cattle from them, and then sell them to the U. S. Army.

What Sullivan could not understand, was why the Army went along with this. Surely, they knew, at times, they were buying back their own cattle that had already been stolen from them. But Sullivan was not in charge of the Army, or anything else for that matter. He just did what he was told. He had been told to find the Comanches. He found them. It was their smoke for sure.
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“Sullivan, I want you to be out front. You go find that band of Comanches. With your time down south, you’ve had more experience with them than most of us.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Just find’em. And then let us know. We’ll be along behind you. You out front.”

“Right. Find’em.”

Captain Jack Rice looked at Sullivan, a young Texas 

Ranger, in whom he had complete confidence. He had been with Rice, and his Dallas-based company, since the fall, when he was transferred up from Austin, and had already proven himself to be invaluable. Rice often thought Sullivan had been born for the work. He seemed to be a natural. He had the know-how, the instincts, the grit, and now after being a Ranger less than a year, he had become one of Rice’s most important men. How did he get all this, having been born and raised in Georgia, hundreds of miles back east? What had he done in the war that had prepared him for this kind of work? It didn’t matter now. He was here, he was ready, he did his job, and he could be trusted with anything, anywhere, anytime. Yep, Rice thought to himself, he’ll be a captain someday.

“All right, get your things together. We’re all leaving out of here at first light.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Sullivan then nodded his head, turned around, and left the captain’s hotel room. He knew the captain was right in choosing him. But things were different now. Now, in early January, the winter weather had set in for sure. These conditions were serious. A man could die out in the freezing cold. It was not just the drop in temperature and the freezing rain and snow. It was the wind that came down across the plains, from all the way up in Canada, with nothing to stop it.

Sullivan went in the room he shared with Tommy Taylor. As he began getting together what he would wear and take with him, Taylor watched closely.

“You got your stuff together, Pilgrim?”

“I think so.”

“Long underwear?”

“Wearin’em.”

“Extra socks?”

“Three pair.”

“Gloves?”

“Got’em.”

“Got your ammo?”

“Yep.”

“Enough?”

“How would I know? They’re Comanches.”

“Better take it all.”

“I will.”

“Your horse all right?”

“He’s fine.”

“Heard tell of how horses can freeze to death.”

“Yep.”

“Cows been found froze standing up. Didn’t have sense enough to get in a thicket, out of the ice and wind. The wind is the thing.”

“I guess.”

“Have this kind of weather in Georgia?”

“I don’t recall anything like this. We have snow, but it melts pretty quick. Sun’ll come out, and the stuff’ll be gone as quick as it came.”

“Don’t happen that way here. The wind just blows the sun clear away. Sometime he don’t show his face for days and days. You be careful out there. We all grown kinda fond of ya.”

“I will.”

“Be careful if ya get caught out away from us at night.

Keep yoreself covered up real tight at night. Many a man went to sleep in the cold, and never woke up. Find a place where there’s some shelter from trees, or a ravine, or a cave in a hill. Keep a fire going.”

“I will.”

“Had an uncle that crawled in a cave one night, while he was caught in a snow storm. The bear was there first. Well, it was his. Never did see that uncle again.”

“Was the bear hibernating for the winter? How did he get where the bear was?”

“I don’t know. Must’ve rolled down to where the bear was, and woke him up I guess.”

“I’ll watch out for bears.”

“Well, if you crawl in a cave with one, just be real quiet. Don’t wake him up is what I would advise.”

“Don’t wake him up. Right.”

“Guess we better turn in. Captain says we out of here early in the morning. At first light, we’ll be gone.”

“Right. First light.”

After the lamp was turned off, Sullivan got in the bed. He laid there for a long time, unable to sleep. He was always this way when a busy day was ahead. He would be out front again. He knew what that meant. It meant he would be an easy target for anyone waiting to shoot whoever was out front.

The conditions would make it extra dangerous, he feared. It was a mixture of possibilities, he thought. He could easily be seen against a background of white snow, and not seen at all, if the snow was falling hard and thick. He could be heard on icy ground, and not heard easily in deep snow. He could quickly spot who he was after, and not see them at all until he was right up on them. He could smell their cooking fires, and maybe they could smell him and his horse. It could be still and quiet, and the wind could be blowing through the trees, what trees there were. His horse could be on the alert, and he could be nervous and jittery.

Sullivan always did what he was asked to do. But this time he did not like it at all.

If he could only sleep some, it might help. His eyes were getting heavy, but they would not . . . .
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As the Rangers pulled out of Fort Worth, the first thin streaks of light were seen back in the east. They had come over from Dallas the day before, and spent their last warm night in their favorite Fort Worth hotel. Captain Jack Rice led them down the street. Sergeant Adam Fulmer was beside him, with Toombs Sullivan in between the two. Rice looked over at Sullivan.

“When we get to the edge of town up here, you just take on off. We’ll be along behind ya.”

“Yes, Sir,” Sullivan replied.

In a few minutes, Sullivan nudged his horse forward, ahead of the other two men. Then speeding up, he left them and the Ranger company behind.

While the first light came slipping across the frost-covered ground, Sullivan rode on away from the others.

He had on his long underwear, a shirt, a vest, his heavy coat with the collar pulled up around the back of his head, his hat pulled down low, his gloves, and a wool scarf pulled around his neck and up across his face. He did just what Tommy Taylor had advised, but still the biting cold wind slipped in around his ears and nose, and brought a mist to his eyes. He could well see how a man could freeze to death before he knew it, and how cattle could freeze standing up.

All Sullivan could think about was a warm fire, a cup of hot soup, being under the cover of a warm bed, and the warm body of his wife Constance, the dead wife he tried to never think about again except in times when he could not help it. Sometimes the harder he tried to not think about her, the more he did, the more she stood before him. The very act of trying not to think of her brought her fully before his eyes. She died so young, and the boy, victims of the war. It wasn’t right. It was never right. It never would be right. He never even knew what happened to them. He just came home to an empty house and two graves, in the yard behind the barn. That had brought him to Texas. And it brought him a new life.

Now here he was, out chasing Indians and facing the cold. He thought he must have been out of his head to sign up for this. 

Steam from the horse’s breath created little clouds, that almost froze right out of his nose.

Somewhere between two and three hours had passed, and Sullivan had no idea where he was, except that he was out front, like he was told, looking for the ever-elusive Comanches who had stolen some cattle. That should make them easy to find, but he had not found them yet. He wondered why? He wondered where? 

He knew one thing. That sun that had come up at dawn had done no good. It was not helping him and the Rangers one bit, falling down on the job it was. There was no warming up. If anything, it felt even colder. 

Sullivan tried to be like the horse and breathe through his nose only. The air was too cold to suck it down through his mouth and into his lungs, without it being warmed as it went through his nose. He kept his mouth tightly closed.

He saw three deer, a buck and two does, nibling away at what little grass they could find. He and the Rangers could always use fresh meat, but he could not take a chance on firing a shot. He might have been closer to the Indians than he thought. 

As the day wore on, he continued to look for tracks, lots of tracks. They should be easy to find. There would be not only the tracks of Indian ponies, but also the cattle. 

He kept blinking his eyes, as the wind blew right in them, causing them to water. He wondered if the cold would freeze that moisture, and freeze his eyes either closed or open. Either way would not be good.

Around noon, he paused at a little creek. He got off his horse, and broke the ice with his foot, enough for the horse to drink. He pulled out of his saddlebag a biscuit with a piece of ham in it. It was cold, but it was also good. It called out of the past memories of just such food as this, on the farm when he was a boy, and during the war also. He drank from his canteen, and then dipped it in the water to fill it back up. Ice soon formed around it.

No tracks anywhere. Nothing, just nothing. Maybe they had not even come this way. Surely, he would have seen something by now.

On he rode, looking, listening, wondering.

By late afternoon, he began looking for a place to spend the night. He did not know how far back the company was. But it would be wasting time to go back and camp with them. The plan had been for him to be out on his own, until he found the band of Comanches – and the cattle. That is why Tommy Taylor warned him so, about freezing to death in the night.

He finally found a clump of small trees in a low place, by a creek. It was somewhat out of the wind, and there would be water for the horse - and coffee.

He took the saddle off his horse, and spread out one of the blankets over the horse’s back. Then he tied him to a tree with a rope, so he would be able to reach the creek and drink, when he wanted to do so. He placed the saddle against the bank where there was a small area back away from the water. He gathered up wood and made a fire, the first warm thing he had seen all day. The coffee, yes, that would be next. Then he opened some beans, heated them, and laid a biscuit on a rock right at the fire. Maybe it would warm up a little. Still one piece of ham left. He put it by the biscuit.

After eating, he spread a blanket on the ground, in front of the saddle, and covered himself with two other blankets he had brought along, hoping that would be enough, and he would wake up the next morning.
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When Sullivan woke up, he felt the weight of it on his blankets. He stuck his head out from under the cover, and shook off the snow. It was not the fluffy kind, for it was frozen, and now broken into hunks.

He looked over at his horse, and was sure the horse was giving him a strange expression meaning, “What are we doing out here, Sir?” But he knew the horse was only concerned about his next mouth-full of grain.

He heated up the coffee from the night before, ate a cold biscuit, and headed out as quickly as he could.

He had to find the Indians.

Now he was looking out on that sea of white, that frozen land, where it had snowed during the night. The snow must have frozen as soon as it hit the ground. As he rode out across the frozen snow, he could hear the crunching of it.

This was either good or bad, and he did not know which it was. It could be good. Maybe he could see the tracks easier. It could be bad. Maybe it covered up what tracks they had left.

The snow was still falling. The icy winds blew it sideways sometime. If there were tracks anywhere, that were still visible, this snow, that day, would cover them.

After about two hours, he came to a stand of trees, and was almost shocked by what he saw. There were the ashes of seven fires. He got down off his horse, knelt by one of the piles of ashes and felt of them. They were still a little warm. This is where they had spent the night.

He was on to them now. He walked around the area. He could see where they had held their horses and the cattle.

The places where their tents had been, were clearly indicated.

He got back on his horse, and followed the clear tracks of ponies and cattle. It was easy to see where they were going.

At mid-afternoon, he paused on a little rise and looked out over a long valley, that was a sea of frozen snow. With the snow coming down as it was, it was difficult to see anything.

He followed the tracks to the other side of the valley.

And then he saw smoke rising above a stand of trees. The snow had stopped, but it was difficult to see the smoke with the wind and clouds being what they were. But there was no mistaking what it was. He had found them.

It was then that he decided to go no further. This was no time to be a hero. He would go back, locate the company, and lead them to this place.

Sullivan turned his horse around, and rode hard back the way he had come. Within an hour, he saw the Ranger company. He headed straight for them. When they met, he spoke quickly to Captain Rice.

“They’re camped ahead, maybe an hour away. We can reach them before dark.”

“Good work, Sullivan. Lead us on. Let’s go, Men.”

The company charged ahead, reaching the place where Sullivan first realized where they were, in about the amount of time he had said.

“See the smoke? They’re just beyond that stand of trees.”

“Good,” Captain Rice said. “Draw your pistols. We’ll ride into them. Johnny Gunn, stampede their horses. Reggie, you and Billy go after the cattle. Keep them back the other way from the camp. I don’t want them to stampede. We might never get them all back. Let’s hit them now!”

The Rangers galloped into the trees, and beyond, ready to shoot any Comanche men they saw.

There were no Comanches there.

There were no horses there.

There were no tents there.

There were only smoking fires, and cattle that were freezing in the blowing wind.

The Rangers were surprised by what had happened, and what had not happened. No one was more surprised than Sullivan.

“What now, Men?” Captain Rice asked, as they all sat on their horses in a circle looking at each other.

Sergeant Fulmer spoke up, and said, “Captain, it’ll be dark soon. We won’t get far, before we have to stop. Ideally, we should go on after them and try to catch them, but this ain’t the ideal time, or conditions. Why don’t we camp here for the night? We can take advantage of these fires that are already burning, and maybe stay fairly warm around them. Then we can head out in the morning. They can’t go far tonight either. We might catch them real soon.”

“I’m fine with that. All right, Men, make camp, get some coffee and food going. Couple of you Boys go butcher one of them beefs for us. Might as well eat steak tonight.”

They were lucky to have found the herd, for they had brought no pack mules with them, in the interest of making fast time. That meant their food supplies were limited.
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The next morning, the Rangers stood around the fires, drinking coffee.

“Listen up, Boys,” Captain Rice said. “Here’s what we gonna do. Sullivan, you light out for Fort Concho. Tell the Army if they want these cows, they need to come get them. They won’t have to buy them. Send some drovers up here, or somebody. Frantz and Acton, you Boys push these cows along in that direction. The rest of us are going after those Indians. What with the lack of snow during the night, and all, I think we’ll find their tracks, and we’ll see. Awright, you know yore job. Let’s get to it.”

The Rangers saddled up, with most of them following Captain Rice on west of where they were. Sullivan headed southwest toward Fort Concho he hoped, though he had no idea exactly where it was. Frantz and Acton got the herd moving out, following Sullivan’s tracks in the old snow that had fallen the day before. It was frozen over, but they could easily see where he had gone.

The strong cold wind blew and swirled, and the snow began falling off what trees there were. Sullivan strained to see his way forward. He was headed in the right direction, he knew that.

After a couple of hours, he topped a hill, and thought he felt hot steel bullets speeding by his head as he heard two or three shots ring out. They were so sudden, and unexpected, he could not tell how many there were. He pulled up his horse, and saw he had ridden almost right into the Comanche camp. He heard women screaming and men shouting, and now more shots being fired at him. They either could not see him, or they were terrible shots. He did not care which it was. He turned his horse around, and went back over the rise. He kicked his horse in the ribs, and rode as fast as he could run. He heard more shots, but did not turn around to look back. He did not need to. He knew they were coming after him. He wondered how many. It didn’t matter much, one, two, or five. He had to get away from them. They kept coming, and he kept pushing forward.

Suddenly there were more shots in front of him. He heard them, could see the blasts from rifle barrels. More bad shots! Terrible! The bullets were nowhere near him. These were not Comanche bullets. It was Frantz and Acton. They dropped two of the Indians, and the others turned around and went back toward their camp.

When Sullivan got to where the two Rangers were, they asked him, “What do we do now? Go after them? Or run?”

“I don’t like running, though I just did, which is why I am now talking to you. But we don’t know how many there are. It would be foolish to go ridin’ in there, and take on fifty Comanches. Let’s hope they are as afraid of us, as we are of them.” 

Sullivan looked back where he had just come from, and said, “All the captain ever told me to do was find them. I found them. Twice.”

“They may be afraid of us in a way,” said Frantz. “They don’t know how many of us there are. They might think we are a whole company.”

“Let’s hope so,” Acton replied.

Sullivan looked back again. “They ain’t comin’ after us. Not yet, no how.”

Sullivan pulled his rifle out of his scabbard, got down off his horse, and handed the reins to Acton, as he said, “Hold my horse.”

He then began walking back through the two-inch deep snow. They saw him disappear into the falling, blowing flakes for they were coming down again now. They waited nearly fifteen minutes, wondering what had happened to him. Maybe the Comanches had gotten him. Maybe they would find him later, sliced all to pieces.
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