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Chapter 1 

 

The early fall day was coming to an end as Hankins dropped over a sharp ridge and down into a pretty valley. Ranch buildings nestled in a cove under tall oak trees at the north end of the valley, and friendly-looking smoke spiraled from the house chimney as he headed the tired bay in that direction.

There was nothing remarkable about U.S. Deputy Marshal Stan Hankins. He was of average height and weight, had brown hair and eyes, and he was dressed in normal clothing for a man headed into Indian Territory - a collection of brown and gray - shirt, coat and trousers. His trousers were tucked into high black riding boots, adorned with medium roweled spurs. His hat was a bit unusual, as it was a much worn and almost shapeless gray Confederate cavalry officer's hat, complete with insignia on the front and a tarnished gold cord in place of a hatband. Otherwise, Stan Hankins was just another man riding a bay horse into the 1875 wilderness called Indian Territory.

In an oilskin wallet in Stan's saddlebags were three warrants signed by Judge Isaac Parker of the Federal court in Fort Smith, Arkansas. The three wanted men were Red and Marvin Nuce - brothers - and Elmer Whitehouse. They had committed a string of robberies and murders in Texas, Arkansas and Louisiana, and they were now reported to be hiding along the Canadian River in the Chickasaw Nation, Indian Territory.  

A man coming from the barn with a full milk bucket waited for Stan to ride up. "Howdy, mister," he said with a smile. "Step down."

As Hankins dismounted, he said, "Name's Stan Hankins, deputy marshal out of Fort Smith."

The rancher reached out a hand and shook. "Charles Darkfoot. My wife's sure to have supper ready, Marshal, if you'd care to eat with us."

"Thank you, Mr. Darkfoot, I'd appreciate that, and I can pay, if it wouldn't insult your good lady."

Darkfoot chuckled. "It's not necessary to pay, but I've never yet seen May insulted by hard cash, Mr. Hankins."

They both smiled, and Hankins instinctively liked this man. Darkfoot took the milk to the house, told his wife they had a guest for supper and then showed Stan where to put his horse.

Mrs. Darkfoot was a small woman, plain but neat. She was also a very good cook, and Hankins let her know it, which embarrassed but pleased her. There were two small children at the table who kept shooting shy looks at the marshal. Stan liked children, and by the time supper was over, he had managed to win both of them over with smiles in their direction. The smallest, a boy about four years old, brought a tattered book to Hankins as he sat on the couch digesting his meal, and asked him to read it. With the four-year-old on his lap, and the little girl a couple of years older than her brother, crowded close to him, Hankins read about the adventures of a rabbit that dressed like a man.

Just as Stan finished the story, a knock was heard at the door. Everyone froze. Obviously, it wasn't often that the Darkfoot family had visitors at night. Stan gently moved the boy off his lap and stood. He took two steps to his gun belt hanging on a peg and removed the Colt revolver from its holster. At Darkfoot's questioning glance, Stan nodded and moved over where the open door would shield him.

"Who's there?" Mr. Darkfoot called.

"It's me, Charley - Chico."

Charles looked at Hankins with relief on his face. "It's okay, Marshal. One of our neighbors, Chico Wrath."

Stan holstered his gun as Charles opened the door. A young man stood there, tall and slender; a well-used black hat was pushed back on his head, and his dark face was split in a large smile. He wore a belt gun, and his left hand held a Henry lever action .44-caliber rifle as if it had grown there.

Chico Wrath marched into the room and stuck his hand out. "Howdy," he said. "I'm Chico Wrath."

Hankins took the hand and shook. The young man had a strong grasp. "Stan Hankins," he replied.

"He's a deputy marshal out of Fort Smith," Darkfoot explained. Wrath gave him a long look, and then grinned.

The men settled at the table and Mrs. Darkfoot heaped a plate with leftovers for Wrath, filled the coffee cups, and began moving the children toward their bedroom. The little boy suddenly broke away from her and ran to hug Hankins, and his sister followed. The marshal hugged them back and grinned as the children headed for bed.

"Have any kids of your own, Marshal?" Mr. Darkfoot asked. Hankins' face closed and a slight frown appeared.

"No, not anymore," he said, and then he changed the subject. "Do you know anybody who lives along the Canadian in the Chickasaw Nation, Mr. Darkfoot?"

"Sorry, Marshal, but no. Even though we're Choctaw, we do have some Chickasaw friends, but none that live along the Canadian."

Chico Wrath had been very quiet to this point, but now he asked, "Anyone in particular you're looking for, Marshal?"

"Matter of fact there is. Three men - Red and Marvin Nuce, and Elmer Whitehouse. Ever hear of them?"

The young man grinned at him. The Marshal liked the grin, but he also saw that it hid the intelligence behind it. "Well, now, let's see. Before the Yankees beat you Rebels like a drum, my folks were slaves on a Chickasaw farm right close to the Canadian. Pa and Ma still live near there at Eufaula, though they have their own place now. I suppose they might know if your friends are in the area. Mind if I ask what you want with those boys?"

Hankins let the comment about "Yankees" and "Rebels" go by. After all, the war was over, had been for ten years now. "No, I don't mind tellin' you why I want them. I have warrants for their arrest for robbery and murder. When I find them, I intend to take them back to Fort Smith for trial."

"Did they do the things they're accused of?" Darkfoot asked.

"Well, I assume they did, Mr. Darkfoot, but that's not for me to find out. My job is to bring them back for trial. The judge and the jury will decide their guilt or innocence."

"And what if they don't want to go back?" Chico asked.

"Then I have to convince them that it's the best thing to do," Hankins replied in a mild voice, and it was his turn to grin.

All three men laughed, even though they knew that dealing with desperate outlaws like the Nuce brothers and Whitehouse was no laughing matter.

The next morning, when Charles Darkfoot came out of the house, Hankins was cinching up his saddle. "You're not going to leave before breakfast, are you Marshal?"

Hankins grinned. "No, sir, Charles, I'm not. Mrs. Darkfoot is far too good a cook for me to want to miss one of her meals. Just thought I'd get old Bay dressed so I can get an early start."

As they talked, Chico Wrath led his horse out of the corral already saddled. They all said good morning, and Charles went on to the barn to milk. Stan looked at Chico. "You fixin' to leave, too, Wrath?"

Chico grinned wide. "Why, I figured I'd just trail along with you, if you don't mind, Marshal. We're going the same way."

Stan looked at him over his saddle. "Well, I don't mind, but if we come up to those three men I'm looking for sudden like, see that you stay out of the way."

Chico lost his grin. "Don't think I can handle myself, Marshal?"

"I don't know you, Wrath, but I do know me and what I can do. Anyway, you're not authorized to capture those outlaws, and I am."

The young man was quiet, and his grin slipped. "You don't think much of me, huh Hankins?"

It was Hankins' turn to grin. He turned and looked full at the young man. "Now, if you're going to ride with me, you need to know some things. I judge all people by the same scale; I either respect them or otherwise according to how they act. Color, language, clothes, rich or poor, the kind of horses they ride, none of that means anything to me.  

"Mr. and Mrs. Darkfoot are friendly and generous, and their actions prove it. They have my respect. You, on the other hand, are cocky and you grin a lot, but you haven't shown me what kind of man you are - yet. You may be steady and dependable, or you may be skittish and run at the first sign of trouble, but I don't know that yet, do I? Until I do, I'll reserve judgment and watch my own back. Make sense?"

The grin came back. "Okay, Mr. Hankins, makes sense. I thought maybe you didn't take to me because I'm black, what with you wearing that Rebel hat and all."

Hankins chuckled and removed his hat. "Nice hat, huh? I found it on the way out of Virginia after General Lee surrendered the army. I was an infantry corporal in the 3rd Arkansas when the war ended, not a cavalry officer, but my old cap was sure worn out, and this hat fit real fine, so I appropriated it."   

Seeing the strange look on the young man's face, Hankins continued, "Chico, I'm from Searcy County, Arkansas, and I fought for the South like most Arkansawers, but I've never believed that one man is better than another because of his skin color. That means you can't lord it over me because I'm not the same color as you."

"Fair enough, Marshal. I'll try to remember that when you do something stupid."

Mrs. Darkfoot came out on the porch and called, "Breakfast."

The men talked quietly as they ate. Mrs. Darkfoot served them, and then sat down by the children to share the meal.  

"How'd you folks come to settle here?" Hankins asked.

Charles swallowed a mouthful of coffee, and replied, "Well, we're Choctaw, and this is part of the Choctaw Nation. I found this valley when I was a youngster traveling around over the country working on cattle spreads, and it sure appealed to me. When May and I married up in Tahlequah, we came down here and staked out this place and began to build. We never get tired of watching the seasons turn here."

"I can see why," Stan offered. "It's about the prettiest place I've seen in a long time."

The Darkfoots both beamed at this compliment. "Marshal, we hope you'll stop by real often."

Hankins smiled and agreed that anytime he was in this area, he would sure stop by.

After breakfast, when Chico had left to tighten his cinch, Hankins gave Charles a $2.50 gold piece. "Will this be enough?" he asked.

Mr. Darkfoot was embarrassed. "Enough? Why, we don't see that much in a month. Hate to take your money at all, Stan," he said, "but hard cash is mighty scarce, and I'd like to get some fixin's for May."

"Don't be touchy, Charles. Judge Parker insists that we pay our way, and the court makes the money available. I'll be reimbursed for this gold piece, and I might say that May's cooking was worth ten times that much."

Before Charles could reply, the children, Harold and Louisa, came to give Stan a goodbye hug. He smiled at them and complimented their parents on what good children they were, and then he went out to his horse.

The marshal and young Chico passed out of the clearing as the Darkfoot family watched from the porch. "Nice man, that marshal. Hope he stops by again," May said.

Charles put his arm around her shoulders and replied, "Why, I think he'll be back, May. Your cookin's too good to pass up." Smiling, May turned back into the house.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

Hankins and Chico rode without speaking for most of the morning. It was late September in the Territory, and the leaves on the ridges were turning red and gold. The air was pure in the cool of the day, and the horses were fresh. The trail they followed was well marked, but by noon they hadn't met a soul.  

With the sun at its zenith, Hankins stopped in a small grove of trees next to the trail, and swung down. "Let's have some coffee, Chico," he said as he loosened the bay's cinch.

They started a small fire and Stan pulled out his battered coffee pot. From where they squatted to drink their coffee, both men could see the trail through a screen of trees, and they both heard the thump of hooves at the same time. Without a sound, Chico faded back into the brush on one side of the fire, and Hankins disappeared on the other side.   

Three riders were passing at a trot, and just as it appeared that they would go on by, the one in the lead stopped his horse. "I smell coffee," he said.

The man who spoke was rough-dressed and bearded. He wore a gun strapped to his side, and the butt of another revolver could be seen in his waistband. He turned his horse and faced the fire. The other two men had stopped their horses waiting for the first one to take the lead. "I smell coffee," he said again, and he walked his horse forward into the light brush.  

When the three men were in the small clearing, Hankins stepped out of the trees to one side. "If you're friendly, step down and have some coffee. If you're not friendly, make your play."

The leader of the three was obviously shaken by this bold statement. He looked to his right, and then nudged his horse around until he faced the marshal. "You talk mighty mean for a lone man. Maybe we need to take you down a notch or two."

The other two men turned their horses and faced Hankins, spreading out a bit. The youngest one was grinning, his hand on a gun tucked into his waistband. Before Stan could reply, a voice came from behind them. "Which two do you want me to shoot, Hankins?"

The three riders froze in position. The marshal replied, "Let me have the one with the beard and the big mouth, Chico. You can have the other two."

"Now wait!" the leader blustered, fear in his voice. He raised his hands, and the other two followed him. "We ain't goin' to cause no trouble. I just smelled coffee and thought it would taste good."

Hankins chuckled. "Sure you did. And as soon as you learned that there was a man behind you with a gun, you figured to be nice and polite. Well, boys, there's no coffee for you today. Shuck your guns real slow like, and drop them on the ground."  

Hankins still had not drawn a gun. He was standing slack-jointed with a coffee cup in his right hand. Evidently that gave the bearded man false courage. He slowly pulled the gun from his holster and dropped it, and in almost the same motion, he drew the one in his waistband. A wolfish grin split his face for just a moment, to be replaced by a shout of pain. The marshal had dropped the cup and drawn so fast his hand was a blur. His .45 blossomed and the bearded man dropped his gun and clapped a hand to his broken shoulder. 

As soon as he fired, Hankins holstered his gun and faced the other two. "Now, then. You two have a choice. You can drop all of your weapons, or you can try your luck. Far as I'm concerned, it doesn't really matter much to me either way."

Quickly, the wannabe bad men pulled out several revolvers and jerked the rifles from their scabbards, dropping all of them on the ground. The marshal motioned one of them to pull the rifle from the bearded one's scabbard, and he moved over and did that. "Now, you boys take your wounded friend and move on down the trail. If I see you again, I might just figure you want to reopen the ball, and, of course, I'll oblige. Oh, by the way, what are your names?"

The one nearest one to the moaning wounded man said shortly, "Miles Brooks and Will Moorhouse. The one with your bullet in him is Concho Nettles." Then, he picked up the reins of Nettle's horse, and they all left the clearing.

When they were gone, Chico emerged from the trees. "Man, oh man. You can really get that shooter into action in a hurry, Marshal. Kind of took Old Brushy Face by surprise, didn't you?"

Hankins grinned. "Well, Chico, it was nice to know you were back there with a rifle. Made me feel real good." He reloaded his revolver and began to wipe off and pack the coffee pot. "We might as well move along. We'll just leave their hardware here, and I reckon they'll come back for it."   

As they rode back onto the trail, Chico said, "Why didn't you show Old Beard your badge, or tell him you were a marshal, or something?"

Hankins didn't answer for a bit, and then he said, "Well, now, think about it. Here in the Territory there are all kinds of men running from the law. They know that Judge Parker sends his marshals out to try and catch them, and mostly we're pretty successful. So, if you're a crook and here you are out in the sticks with a marshal flashing his badge, what's the first thing you want to do?"

"Shoot, him I guess."

"Right. Or try, and if you miss, tell everybody in the area there's a marshal around. I hoped those three would just move on off and forget about us, but that didn't exactly happen. Okay, one of them is badly wounded, but if I had showed them a badge, I would have had to kill all three to keep them from talking. Killing doesn't set well on top of coffee, so I didn't tell them how I draw my pay."

Chico thought for a bit. "If I hadn't been here, would you have done things differently?" he asked.

"Nope. While I appreciate your help, I've learned to never rely on anyone but myself. That way, nobody ever lets me down."

Chico smiled and nodded, and Hankins thought the young man was learning.

The day was about over when Hankins and Chico rode into Brushy Creek. It wasn't much of a town. There was one street, muddy from recent rains and churned into a hog wallow by many hooves. For two blocks there were false fronted buildings of businesses, and then the town ran into a straggle of cabins and shacks. And that was all, except for the cemetery up on a side hill.

Hankins pulled up in front of a livery barn, one of the most substantial-looking buildings in town. Without a word to Chico, he stepped down, dropped the reins on the ground, and went into the wide front doors. A middle-aged man sat on a kitchen chair just inside the door. "What can I do fer ya?" he asked.  

Hankins looked at him and grinned. He figured this man didn't "do fer" anyone anymore than he absolutely had to. "Feed and keep for two horses," he said.

"Be four bits a day, and pay first," came the short reply.

Hankins turned and said, "Bring the horses in, Chico." As the young man entered the stable with the horses, the stableman rose from his chair. He looked at Chico, then at Stan, and he started to say something. Then, seeing the wicked grin on Hankins' face, he closed his mouth and led the two down the wide aisle to two empty stalls.

Once they had put up their horses and paid, Hankins and Chico headed up the boardwalk toward a sign marked "Café".  

"I don't know about you, Chico, but I'm hungry," Hankins said casually.

"Hold up a minute, Marshal," Chico replied. Hankins stopped and faced the young man. "See here, Marshal Stan Hankins, I'm a black man, and around here that means I was a slave not long ago. Now, I saw the look of that stableman, and I know what it meant. He didn't want to stable a horse for a black. If we go into that café, it'll be the same thing."  

Hankins listened seriously to Chico, and then he did a curious thing. It was not usual, nor was it wise to touch people, particularly someone a man had only known a short time, but the marshal lifted his right hand and laid it on the young man's shoulder. "Chico, you and I have traveled together, and you backed me in a fight, so that makes us saddle partners. I don't care if you're black, green or purple, to me you're a man to ride with, and you proved that back down the trail. Now, we're going into that café and eat our supper, and if anyone objects, why, we'll just take them to Sunday school." He dropped his hand and continued down the boardwalk, spurs lightly jingling.

Chico shook his head and grinned. Then he squared his shoulders and caught up with his friend. Stan's expression had not changed, and he showed no surprise when Chico moved up beside him.   

The café was crudely built, but very clean. The tables were covered with red and white-checkered oilcloth, and there were pictures on the walls. Hankins took a seat with his back to the far wall, and placed his hat on an empty chair. Chico sat down across from him, with his back to the room. There were several other men in the place, and most of them didn't pay any attention to the new arrivals, but one man with a quiet look about him was seated like Stan, with his back to the wall, and he was looking toward their table. He gave a small smile and nod when the marshal's eyes lit on him. Hankins recognized a kindred spirit, but probably not one riding on the same side of the law. He smiled and nodded in return, and then turned his attention away.

The waitress came over with a cheery, "Howdy," and dropped two worn menus on the table. "Coffee?" she asked.

Both men nodded, and she left to get the coffee.

The menus were plain, and the list was short. When the waitress returned and filled their coffee cups, Hankins and Chico both ordered steaks well done with all the trimmings.

As they sat over their coffee, Hankins said, "Do you have a plan about what you want to do in the future, Chico? I mean you're a young man. Surely you're not just going to ride around the country all your life."

Chico took a sip of coffee, and then replied, "Well, Marshal, there's not a whole lot a black man can do here in the Indian Territory. I've been thinking I'd like to have my own place, raise some cattle and horses, but since I'm not an Indian, I don't think I could do that here. There's talk of the Cherokees treating freed slaves like tribe members and allotting them land, but so far it's just talk."

"So, what have you been working at?"

"I was working for a Cherokee cattleman up north of Sallisaw along the Arkansas border until a while ago. Then, he didn't need me anymore, so I just drifted. That's how I came to be at the Darkfoot place. Mr. Milewalker, the rancher I was working for, ran cattle north of them, and I'd got to know them when I was hunting strays over that way. When Mr. Milewalker let me go, I just naturally went south. I've got my pay, so I'm not broke yet. I figure I'll go see my folks, and then look around for a while and see what turns up."

This was a common story for young men in the West in the late nineteenth century, drifting from job to job, but somehow Chico Wrath seemed to be a cut above most wandering cowhands. He could read, and he spoke well. He was neat and clean, and he was obviously intelligent.

"Could I suggest a couple of things to make life easier for you, Chico?" Hankins asked.  

"Sure. Suggest away."

"Well, number one, never sit with your back to the room. If anybody was gunning for you, they'd have an easy shot." Chico quickly looked behind him, and then scooted his chair around so that he could see the other occupants in the room. Hankins grinned.

"Okay, Mr. Hankins. What else?"

"When you enter a room, take your hat off. It's an easy form of politeness, and you'd be surprised at how it affects other people, particularly the ladies."

Chico pulled his old black hat off and dropped it beside his chair. Wrath did not seem to resent the advice, and the men were grinning at each other when their steaks arrived.

The food was plain, but it was good, and they ate without speaking for several minutes. Just as Hankins was finishing his meal, the door opened and three young men entered the room. All of them were dressed in cow country clothes, and they all wore guns. The one in the lead was laughing as he came through the door. His gaze swept the room and came to rest on the table where the marshal and Chico sat. "Well! Look what we got here, boys!" he called in a loud voice. "A darky sittin' at the table just like white folks." 

Hankins had glanced once at the three and then paid them no more attention. He knew the trademark of troublemakers, and he also knew just what was coming, but it didn't bother him a great deal. After four years of war, and ten more as a Deputy U.S. Marshal, nothing these three could serve out was going to impress him much.
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