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  Comanche Fire




  Jade Talbot spurred his horse into a gallop. He leaned forward in the saddle as he drew his Remington .44 caliber revolver.




  And the realization washed over him that he was a dead man.




  The three men he was charging were Texas Rangers.




  * * *




  He first happened across the Rangers the day before on the plains to the northeast. They were about a half-mile away and riding south. He had been riding northwest on his way to his brother’s house in Dalton, up in the northwest corner of the state. He was going there to hide out for awhile, to rest and recuperate.




  He had been curious enough about those distant riders to pull his spy glass from his saddle bag. When he looked at them, he was surprised to see that they were Rangers. He also recognized one of them as Morgan Powell. At first he couldn’t believe it.




  Powell was an ex-friend, a fellow bandit who helped him rob the Laredo bank seven years earlier. Soon after the two of them were arrested, Powell had busted out of jail and disappeared, leaving Talbot to rot.




  When he’d spotted his ex-friend among the Rangers, it had unnerved him. After all, both of them had moved on long ago. But this had to be fate taking a hand. Still, he could have chosen to leave vengeance for another time and continue on to his brother’s house. But that wasn’t the choice he made.




  He wasn’t sure why he decided to follow the Rangers, but he did. Maybe it was just out of an overde-veloped sense of curiosity. Maybe it was to keep his options open.




  Once he decided they were probably on their way to Johnson’s Crossing, he had raced on ahead of them and set an ambush. Fate had won. He would take his revenge.




  But the Rangers arrived sooner than he thought they would. Even as he was riding east from the ford to select an ambush site, the Rangers had appeared as if out of nowhere, riding up an incline.




  Seeing Powell up close wearing that badge had filled Talbot with unbridled rage. He spurred his horse hard, leaned forward in the saddle and drew his Remington .44.




  And that, finally, is when reality came flooding in.




  He was going to die.




  * * *




  The man he was charging used to be Morgan Powell. But the simple fact was, it didn’t matter who the object of his hatred used to be. Today he was one of three Texas Rangers. Today Talbot would exact his revenge, but he would just as surely pay the ultimate price for his foolishness.




  A sense of dread washed over him, displacing the anger that had filled him a moment earlier. Still, it wasn’t like he could change his mind. Besides, the helpless feeling made him even angrier than he’d been a moment before.




  He cocked the hammer of his Remington and yelled, “Powell, you rotten son of a bitch, die!” Then he squeezed the trigger, and the Remington exploded and bucked in his hand.




  He watched as if in slow motion as the Rangers’ eyes grew wide. They leaned forward in their saddles, drew their revolvers and moved to level them at him. Two of them flashed and bucked, spewing white smoke even as they rode through it.




  One bullet tore a searing hot line across Talbot’s right cheek just as Morgan Powell, his ex-friend, flipped backward out of the saddle. That was the instant before Talbot fired again.




  In the next instant, another Ranger’s bullet ripped Talbot’s shirt at the left shoulder, grazing him.




  Powell was gone, dead, lost somewhere in the dust clouds roiling up behind the Rangers’ horses, and Talbot was still alive. Incredible.




  He reined hard to the right, his horse stumbling and almost losing its footing as he plunged into the brush at the side of the road. He had forgotten about the sheer hundred foot drop to the Canadian River below.




  His horse hadn’t.




  As a third bullet ripped a scalding red line back to front just above his right ear, Talbot’s horse stopped. He was flung forward, through the choking cloud of dirt from his horses’ hooves and into the void. Dust coated his mouth and nose and eyes, and for an instant he was suspended in clean, hot air.




  Then he was falling.




  What was he falling from? What was he falling into? He’d been on his horse, not up a tree or in the top of a barn.




  As if by instinct, he holstered his Remington and slipped the hammer thong over it just before fear took over. His arms began flailing, trying but failing miserably to keep up with his legs, which were racing almost twice as fast, his boots seeking purchase where there was only emptiness.




  He thought of his childhood in Missouri, the time he’d ventured too close to the door of the hay mow. He was seven years old, showing off, waving to his father. But the loose straw near the door was slick. When it slipped out from beneath his feet he sat down hard on the edge of the floor of the hay mow. Then he’d slipped off and plunged twelve feet to the ground, landing flat on his back.




  It had knocked the wind out of him and he’d thought he was going to die. His father’s laughter hadn’t helped at all. He’d never gone back into the hay mow and he’d been scared of heights ever since.




  Now he was falling again. His arms and legs continued to thrash as he tried to run, fear saturating every fiber of his being.




  Then he spotted the water and remembered where he was and why. He had just enough sense to roll as he fell, and he entered the water in a ball, leading with his right shoulder and his head. With his last conscious thought he hoped he wouldn’t land in a nest of water moccasins.




  If he had, he’d never have known it. The impact knocked him unconscious.




  The cold water was moving swiftly. When the chill woke him a moment later, he surfaced and gasped for breath. He was almost halfway to the ford. And he was alive.




  With the recent flooding, parts of the ford were deeper than a horse’s shoulder. He easily floated past old man Johnson’s cabin. There was a waterfall a few miles downstream, he remembered, but surely he’d be able to get out of the river before then.




  Of course he’d have a better chance if the river weren’t so swollen or if it weren’t flowing so swiftly. But it was both deep and swift.




  The powerful current worked him into the middle of the river and held him there. Gnats and mosqui-toes constantly buzzed around his face and disappeared, the current moving him along faster than they could keep up. But he moved from one cloud of insects to the next to the next. They were always there, and somehow their buzzing melded with the louder sounds of the river.




  He was wounded, his head throbbing. He was also fatigued from the adrenaline rush, the gun battle and the fall, but if he had any chance at all he had to get out of the river. The low rumble of the waterfall drifted up to him from downstream, adding to the general roaring in his ears. It couldn’t be more than a mile away.




  Talbot managed to turn so he was facing downstream. He began looking for a way out. His eventual goal, Dalton, was north so he wanted to get out on the north bank if he could, but either direction would do. Fortunately the stream of the main current was closer to the north bank than the south.




  Exhausted as he was, he began working his way toward the north bank, his head throbbing, the current pushing and pulling at him. The sound of the waterfall was steadily growing louder. Away from the main stream of the current, the clouds of insects seemed fewer and farther between but they were still there, annoying him.




  His right knee hit something solid. As an electric jolt of pain fired through his thigh to his hip, he straightened his leg in an involuntary reaction. The current spun him around.




  It took him a long moment to finally twist himself again so he was facing downstream. A low outcrop-ping lay about a half-mile farther along the stream. The waterfall was roaring louder and louder. The right side of his head and face felt like it was on fire. His right knee was aching, throbbing. He would try for the outcropping. It might be his only chance.




  He swam hard to his right for a long moment, stretching for the north bank, but his tired arms failed and he rested them for a moment as he flowed with the current. When it began tugging him back toward the center, he pulled hard to the right again, then rested again. He repeated the process three more times, his head throbbing the whole time.




  In the same amount of time he covered two hundred yards downstream, he moved twenty yards to-ward the north bank.




  But it was all right. The outcropping was coming up. It was only fifty yards or so downstream, and close enough to grab. Maybe. The waterfall sounded as if he was already in the midst of it. He chanced a glance downstream. A mist was rising in the distance.




  And the current began pulling him back toward the center of the river.




  His sense of desperation grew. He would have only one shot at the outcropping. He stroked hard for the north shore again. He was close enough to target the outcropping. His eyes grew wide, and in a frantic moment he spotted what looked like a good handhold at the leading edge of the rock.




  He reached for it, stretched for it. His reach was woefully inadequate, and desperation flooded over him. He strained, strained. And the ends of the fingers on his right hand crooked solidly around the ledge. His legs flashed past him as the current swung him around and then rolled him onto his back. His right arm and shoulder jerked and burned as he clung to the rock.




  He had it, he was sure. He just had to hold on, had to pull himself back toward—




  And his fingers slipped off the slick surface.




  He lunged, twisting his torso against the current, grabbing at the rock with both hands.




  The fingers of his right hand slipped off the surface again, but the fingers on his left hand found a crack in the rock, then closed around the woody stem of a small bush.




  As the current continued to tug at him, he pulled with his left hand, reaching for the stem with his right hand too. Then he had it.




  And the roots pulled out from between the two rocks.




  A cascade of dirt hit the water. As grit washed up over his neck and face, he released the bush and grabbed frantically for the edge of the crack in which the bush had been growing. But even as the grit washed away downstream his fingers slipped off the rock again.




  That was his last chance. He shot past the outcropping.




  As the waterfall roared in his ears, the inside of his right forearm brushed against a submerged tree root.




  Frantic, he grabbed it.




  The current jerked him taut again, and again a searing pain shot through his right shoulder, the mus-cles twisting and straining.




  He held on, letting the current tug at him. He forced himself to be calm, to be careful, not to rush. Slowly, slowly, he pulled himself closer to the downstream side of the outcropping.




  Finally he was sheltered behind the outcropping, out of the strong current. At last he was able to rest.




  The air was still as well, and the insects were back in full force. His head was throbbing, his knee was aching, and his right shoulder felt as if it were made of rubber. Still, he was alive.




  He rested there for a long moment, then finally pulled himself up on the bank.




  He lay flat on his back for several minutes. He was shivering all over, just looking at the sky, the clouds drifting lazily overhead. Finally the severe throbbing in his head calmed to a dull ache.




  He became aware of a lump just below his belt in the back. He visualized a huge snapping turtle struggling to get free and about to latch on to him.




  He rolled slightly to the left and put his right arm behind him. He searched gingerly with his fingers for the stubby legs and claws of the turtle, ready at a moment’s notice to jerk his hand away should he find the thing’s beak instead.




  Then he touched something familiar. Hard and smooth. He slipped his fingers around it, closed them. The grip of his Remington. Again he was both amazed and thankful he used a hammer loop to keep his revolver secure.




  He sat up and found the buckle of his gun belt, then slid it around to the front of his waist. Then he lay back again, determined to do nothing for a few minutes.




  He shook his head. Quietly, he said, “Man, what can you say about a day like this?” A grin crept across his face. He had cheated death three times in two days.




  For a moment he flashed back to a rough time in Laredo several years earlier. The sheriff there had laughed at him and his buddy, Morgan Powell. He said they were about the two worst hard-luck cowboys he’d ever met.




  “Can’t say I’m hard luck today, Sheriff. That’s for sure.”




  Now that he didn’t have the current to worry about, he lay still for another half-hour or so. But soon his head was beginning to throb again, more strongly on the right. Slowly he sat up, then got to his feet. Nothing seemed to be broken or even overly bruised.




  He sat on a smaller boulder protruding from the side of the outcropping. The big rock was warm in the sun. He pulled off his boots and set them to one side, then took off his shirt and wrung the water out of it. He laid it on the rock to dry, then looked around carefully.




  When he was sure he was alone, he took off his gun belt and laid it on the same rock, then removed his pants and did the same with them.




  Finally, he looked around again, then removed his long underwear and laid it out as well. He sat back on his shirt, then raised his right hand and felt for the groove along the side of his head above his right ear.




  He winced when he felt the slight indentation near the back of his head. It was a little over an inch long but only an eighth of an inch deep, if that. Farther forward it was more of a raised welt. There was moisture, but nothing warm.




  He moved his hand lower, to the fresh wound on his right cheek. Another slight groove ran from just beneath his ear almost to the right corner of his mouth. Again, there was no blood, a beneficial side effect of the cold water. Talk about luck. Shot twice in the head and nothing to show for it but a couple of deep scratches.




  Had either of those bullets hit an inch to the left he wouldn’t have gotten out of the river until he was snagged on a log and a coyote or cat dragged him out. He tried to grin at the thought but was unable to work it up.




  A coyote or cat tearing at him while he was still alive was not a pleasant thought. Well, even dead, but especially alive. If he had a chance and missed them as they were attacking, he might have even shot himself to keep from—




  Something rustled the brush higher up on the bank.




  Talbot squeezed himself closer to the rock. He became aware of his right hand, as if it were a separate entity, slipping up the side of the rock toward his gun belt.




  Just as his fingers touched the wood of the grips, the brush rustled again, more strongly this time and maybe closer.




  His eyes wide and focused intently on the brush line, Talbot grabbed for his gun and flicked the hammer loop off with his thumb.




  Then he bumped his elbow on the rock and an electric sensation sizzled up to his shoulder. The Re-mington slipped out of his suddenly numb hand and landed on his right kneecap, then clattered to the rock beside him.




  At that moment a huge pig crashed out of the brush, flashed his roughhewn black and brown hide for a second, then disappeared into a thicker stand of brush just as quickly. He continued crashing through the brush to the west as if he had an important engagement in Santa Fe.




  Talbot released the breath he’d been holding. “Oh my god! Oh my god!”




  Unable to take his gaze from the brush, he felt for his revolver and found it. He gripped it tightly and laid it in his lap. When his finger was comfortably on the trigger and his thumb was resting on the crown of the hammer, finally he let out a nervous laugh. “Damn, Talbot... just damn.”




  For a moment he forgot what he’d been doing. Then he remembered the new facial feature on his right cheek. He had a similar groove on his left shoulder, but he didn’t bother inspecting it. It wasn’t nearly as bothersome as the ones on his head. He got that one from the youngest of the three Rangers.




  Odd. Just as he squeezed the trigger to fire his Remington at the Ranger he knew as Powell, the man sat up straighter in the saddle. He had opened his mouth. Did he smile? And he was trying to say some-thing when the bullet took him in the center of the chest.




  It looked for all the world like he was smiling and saying Talbot’s name.




  Talbot shook his head. How ironic would that be? The guy left him to rot in a jail in Laredo, but didn’t bother to defend himself all these years later. He found himself hoping the man’s failure to react was a result of shock and not a misplaced sense of friendship.




  Had the situation been reversed back in Laredo and Talbot had been the one who had escaped, surely he would have taken Powell with him. Wouldn’t he?




  Sure he would have. Sure.




  Wouldn’t he?




  He shook his head. Even if he hadn’t taken Powell with him, he definitely would have gone back for him. He was positive of that. He definitely would have gone back for his partner.




  Of course, something could have come up to stop him, like a posse being hot on his trail.




  If there was one thing Talbot knew from personal experience, it’s that for most questions, there weren’t any easy answers.




  Maybe Powell was smiling when Talbot’s bullet took him. Maybe he was saying Talbot’s name. Hell, maybe he thought it was a reunion.




  Maybe he hadn’t deserved to be shot down after all.




  Well, it just was what it was. Right or wrong, Powell had abandoned him in Laredo. Right or wrong, Talbot had exacted his revenge. Nothing he could do to change any of that now.




  Trying to get his mind off the man, he looked around. He was stranded on the north bank of the Canadian River. He would have to do something about that, and soon.




  He gently touched the raw place above his right eye that ran down onto his right cheek. He couldn’t see a doctor even if he knew where to find one. For the time being, he’d smear mud over the wound and hope for the best.




  Not quite thirty-six hours earlier, Paco Messina had staked him to the ground and pulled a stick from a campfire. After displaying the ember end of the stick while they talked, he bent forward and dragged it from Talbot’s forehead down over his right eyelid and almost down to his mouth.




  Talbot had brought Messina valuable information, but he had allowed himself to be delayed by one of Messina’s guards. Dragging the burning stick over Talbot’s face was Messina’s way of punishing him for the delay. He had rewarded Talbot for the information itself by not killing him outright.




  It was a deep burn. The surface was scabbed over in places, raw in others. It would take much longer than the more superficial wounds to heal. He would need to find some kind of grease to dress it so it wouldn’t dry out too much.




  Reassured that at least he wasn’t bleeding anywhere, he assessed his situation. That he’d been lucky was a massive understatement, and he knew it. There was nothing else to gain here. Probably the Rangers thought he was dead. Best to leave it that way.




  His best bet would be to go on to Dalton.




  He reached over and felt his long underwear and then his pants. They were mostly dry except around the waistband. Good enough.




  He stood and pulled on his underwear and his pants, then moved his shirt to a different place on the rock so it would dry more quickly.




  His boots would take longer than that, but they’d dry well enough on his feet. If they cracked as they dried, well, he’d been needing a new pair for awhile anyway.




  He reached for his boots and picked them up, then looked again at the side of the boulder. It was sunny, and a comforting heat was reflecting off it. The reflected warmth even smelled good, especially as it mixed with the wet, rotted wood scents of the river.




  Instead of pulling his boots on right away, he set them down next to the boulder. Maybe they would dry faster in the sunlight combined with the reflected heat. He spread his gun belt out next to them. Then he sat down beside them and leaned his bare back against the outcropping, his revolver in his lap. The stone was cuddling up to the edge of being too hot, but it was comforting once he got used to it.




  For a moment he wondered what it would be like to meld to the boulder, to have that warmth radiating through him all the time.




  Then again, there would also be cold radiating through him when the sun was down.




  Can’t have warmth without cold. Good without bad. Comfort without pain.




  He shut his eyes for just a little while. A few minutes wouldn’t do any harm.




  It felt so good to just rest in the sun.




  * * *




  Just outside of Dalton in the northwest corner of Texas, the heat hung heavy in the dusty, white-blue summer sky. The only scents were of hot horsehide, sweaty human hide and dirt. The dominant sounds were the jangling and creaking of the plow harness. Beneath that was the scuffing of Marley’s front hooves as he dragged them forward, first the left, then the right, and the plodding of Joseph Wesley Talbot’s own worn brown boots.




  Occasionally a sparrow would sing from the stand of scrub oak and salt cedar that ran along the creek, and occasionally a jaybird would respond. Now and then a crow flew over, clicking or cawing or quacking like a duck, his great wings thrumming in the air.




  As he kept his weight on the handles of the plow, Josey licked his lips, as much for the taste of salt as to moisten them. The red bandanna around his neck was soaked. It had been for the past couple of hours.




  His beat-up straw hat was wet up to the highest salt stain, four inches high on the crown. He’d cut little diamond-shaped holes in the straw, three on each side, to facilitate air flow. The wide brim was turned slightly down all the way around, a modest effort to protect himself from the sun.




  He grinned at a memory. Of a day like this, his daddy would have said, “Look, Joseph. It’s so hot even the wind’s layin’ down restin’ somewhere. Shows how smart we are, don’t it?”




  And the wind was lying down resting somewhere today, too, and he was glad of it. The only good thing about the west Texas wind was that it kept the flies down. But today even they were behaving themselves. Probably lying around on leaves over by the creek. It had to be ten degrees cooler over on Turkey Run Creek, especially on the bank in the shade of those scrub oak trees.




  He continue trudging along behind Marley. He figured another day, maybe a day and a half, and he’d have the plowing done for this time. The horse was his partner in all his labors, so he had named him after a character from a story his mama read to him when he was a boy.




  The original Marley was the partner to the old grouch turned benefactor, Ebenezer Scrooge. Although with a name like Ebenezer, it was incredible that the man had been able to change his habits, especially so late in life. Of course, he did so out of a sense of greed, although he traded in his greed for money on greed for good will.




  Still, the fact that the man had changed so dramatically cemented in Talbot’s mind that the whole thing was a fiction. Real characters don’t do that. Once they’re put in the mold, they get harder with each passing day. He’d first learned that lesson from his older brother—well, half-brother—Earl McGaffey.




  Mrs. Rhetas Mae Talbot had four sons, no daughters. The eldest was Earl McGaffey, the only son of Josey’s mother and her first husband.




  Earl was chunky as a child and barrel chested as a man, with a big, square head. He was an odd duck too. He always had a deal working, and more often than not he put considerably more effort into trying to scam someone out of something than he would have put into working for it in the first place. He wasn’t an inherently lazy man, but he always preferred the finesse of reasoning over the strains of physical labor.




  He was always looking for a low-risk or no-risk way to take advantage of other people’s money. He told Josey many times that his father, Ray Cletus McGaffey, had set him on the broad and curvy. It was a play on the straight and narrow way preached by so many.




  But just before he turned eighteen, he did what appeared to be a complete turnaround. He joined the army. Josey had entertained the thought of joining the army himself, wanting to give something of himself back to the land he loved. And he was more than pleased that Earl had apparently succeeded in negotiating a crucial corner in his life. It appeared that he had chosen the straight and narrow after all.




  Then again, what appears to be isn’t necessarily always so.




  After six years Earl was promoted to the rank of corporal. Four nights later, while he and a small troop of soldiers were supposed to be rendering safe passage to a small group of settlers headed into New Mexico Territory by wagon, he was caught rummaging through one of the wagons. He had heard a rumor that they were carrying gold.




  Standing tall before his colonel, he explained the whole matter away by saying he suspected one of the civilians had stolen gold coins. He was simply investigating, he said, as any good soldier should do. If he had found the gold, his intention was to arrest the man and return the gold to its rightful owner.




  It took three soldiers to restrain the civilian, a rather large Mexican man. He took offense to being called a thief, especially by a thief.




  McGaffey was relieved of the detail. For the remainder of the time he served under that colonel, he kept his nose clean, if only to prove it wasn’t dirty in the first place.




  But colonels move on or retire.




  Assignments change, but people seldom do.




  As Josey would soon find out, McGaffey never did.




  * * *




  The other three boys were Joseph, Jade and Judas, all sons of James Leroy Talbot and Rhetas Mae Talbot. The boys were almost indistinguishable from each other. All were tall and wiry, handsome and clean shaven. All had the same thick head of dark brown hair, a gift from their father, he said, as all of his had fallen out. Only time finally was able to draw a difference between them here and there.




  Joseph Wesley, the oldest—his father had combined his names and nicknamed him Josey—was six feet two inches and trim at one hundred and eighty pounds. His legs and arms and hands were strong from working the farm all these years. He was the only son who chose to settle into life and seemed to have no itch to scratch. He and his wife, Mary Boyle Talbot, were content to work the land and make a home just outside of Dalton, where they had grown up, met, courted and married.
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