







LEFT TO DIE

 

Colter’s pistol roared once again, and Dan fell to his knees, a bullet through the middle of his forehead. He crumpled over as Colter brought his pistol down with great force atop Jed’s head, knocking him cold. Jed folded into a heap.

 

Colter, with a calm smoothness, reached down and picked up the money. He stuffed some in Jed’s shirt, then removed Jed’s pistol from its holster. He placed his own pistol in Jed’s right hand, and holstered Jed’s pistol on his own gunbelt. He walked out the back of the barn and outside to his waiting horse. Smoke wove lazy patterns over the dead men, hanging over them like some wispy wraith in the dead silence.

 

Three men lay dead, and Jed, with a cracked skull, sank deeper into darkness, blood seeping from a deep gash in his head, trickling onto the straw and earth of the barn, forming into a bright crimson pool.
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CHAPTER

1

THE WESTERN SKY WAS A MOIL OF GAUDY COLORS, A smear of softly blazing crimson, mingled with smudges of violet and purple, streaked with dazzling, vibrant gold bleeding through spatters of yellow and orange, as if some mad painter had squeezed tubes of oil paint on a palette and then tried to wipe it clean with a scarlet cloth.

The cattle, three hundred head of them, were strung out for a quarter of a mile or more under a faint pall of dust that seemed to follow them as if the grit were composed of lead filings and their backs were magnetized.

The dust spooled out from behind the herd, coating Jed Brand with dust, the fine grains seeping through the faded blue bandanna covering his nose and mouth, clinging to the sweat stains under his arms and on the front of his sun bleached chambray shirt. He had choked on that stinging, blasting dust for fifteen mile or more because it was his turn that day to ride drag while his brother Dan rode point. Silas Colter, the bastard, held the flanks with his cutting horse, well out of the dust and heat generated by the cattle. Colter rode well out so he could see both sides and if a cow strayed, he could be there with his horse under him and drive the cow back into the herd.

But by then, after weeks of being driven north, the herd was mite near trained. None of the longhorns strayed unless they were near water and hadn’t drunk in a while, or if the leaders stirred up a sidewinder or two.

Jed felt some pride about that. He and his brother had taken over as drovers in Waco after others had driven them up from deep in the Rio Grande Valley. That old mossy-horned cow in the lead, up there with Dan, had to break in two new drovers. She was as cranky as a Missouri mule until Jed and Dan had showed her who was boss. She kept wanting to turn around and head south, but now she had her wet nose to the wind and if she’d been bridled, she would have the bit in her teeth.

Behind him, a mile or so maybe, there was a youngster bringing up the remuda, a Mexican boy named Julio Cardoza whom Colter had picked up at Jed’s suggestion. Julio knew horses and loved them so much he slept with them. Dan was always kidding Julio about being half horse, but Julio never minded that. It was as if he were proud to be joked about in that way.

“I am half horse,” Julio always said. “But you do not say which half, the front or the back.”

“Dan’s the butt half,” Jed told Julio.

And Cardoza always laughed at that.

He said he didn’t really know how old he was, but thought he might have sixteen years. As he put it, “Creo que yo tengo diez y seis anos.” Spanish is different than English. They say they have sixteen years. They have hunger. They have thirst. Jed spoke Spanish better than Dan did and he thought that was because he could think better in the language than his younger brother. It was a constant quarrel between them.

“What the hell do you want to speak Spanish for,Jed? You ain’t no Mexican,” Dan would say.

“Danny, you always think the Mexicans in Waco are talking about you behind your back. You always call what they say a lot of jabberin’. But if you understood their language, you’d know they weren’t talking about you.”

“What are they talking about?”

“Girls,” Jed would say. “And money.”

“Because they don’t have neither.”

“That’s right, Danny. And, neither do we.”

They would laugh after that, and the argument would be forgotten.

Cardoza was an orphan. Colter hadn’t wanted to hire him on, but Jed convinced him that they’d wear out horses on such a long drive, from Waco up to Abilene in Kansas, and they needed a remuda and Julio was the best horse wrangler around those parts. After a few days on the trail, Colter stopped his grumbling about having a boy doing a man’s work. He and Julio didn’t get along, but as Jed said, “Ain’t nobody can get along with Colter. The man’s got a mean streak in him a mile wide and two miles deep,” he told Dan.

“He may be plumb mean,” Dan said, “but he ain’t got a sense of humor.”

Which was true, Jed thought, as he wondered when Colter was going to call a halt. They were at least another day’s drive from Abilene and the prairie was going to be dark as a coal bin once that sun was down and they all had tired on them like a worn-out overcoat.

Jed motioned to Colter, beckoning him to ride over for a talk.

Colter turned his horse in a tight circle and gamboled back to the rear of the herd. He was a lean whip of a man with a sharp, chiseled face, pale blue eyes that were as vacant as the inside of a seashell and with that same hollow look to them. They were eyes a man couldn’t read. Eyes most men wouldn’t want to read. His white duster flapped behind him as he broke into a gallop and rode closer, giving him the look, through the dust, of a bony wraith risen from some long-forgotten boot hill.

“What you got in your craw, Brand?” Colter growled as he rode up alongside Jed. His duster collapsed like a sheet on a windless clothesline. Half of a cheroot sprouted from his mouth, the end of it unlit. Colter never smoked them, he just chewed them into pulp and spat out the last chunk like a prune pit.

“Ain’t you goin’ to bed this herd down, Colter, or are you aimin’ to run us all by moonlight?”

“You just keep your pecker in your pants, Jed. They’s a crick ’bout a mile ahead and it’s got long grass on both sides. We ain’t but another day’s short ride from Abilene once we cross that little ol’ crick.”

“You know, Silas,” Brand said, “there just might be a heart beating in that scrawny chest of yours, after all. I was beginning to give up all hope of ever stopping to rest.”

“Son, I guarantee them cattle will know when to stop long before you do. Once we hit that crick, they’ll line up like children at a candy store window and your day’s work’ll be almost done.”

Jed laughed, despite his weariness and Colter’s abrasive manner. The man was like a burr under the saddle blanket at times. Most of the time, Jed thought. There was just something not right about Colter, as if he were just a half inch off of plumb. Dan hadn’t complained much because he was so easygoing, but Colter positively rubbed Jed the wrong way, always pushing, pushing, to get the cattle up and moving early every morning, and holding them to the trail way too long, until a man’s muscles were kinked up like a sackful of rusted chains, and Jed’s temper was as short as the stub of cigar in Colter’s mouth at the end of every blamed day. Maybe the man was in a hurry, but it sure as hell wasn’t doing the cattle any good. They were starting to lose pounds and who in hell wanted to buy a bunch of skinny cattle?

Colter kept his eye on the herd all the time he was talking and when one of the cows started breaking from the herd, he slapped leather reins across his horse’s rump and put spurs to its flanks. He wheeled the horse in a tight turn and galloped off.

Brand thought Colter was ever quick to keep the herd together and he admired him for that. They hadn’t lost but two head the whole drive. One steer broke its leg in a gopher hole and had to be shot. Dan dressed it out and they cooked the choice parts until the meat turned rancid, so it wasn’t a total loss. The other cow had fallen into a ravine and broken its neck. That one, too, died from a merciful bullet to its heart and was left for the wolves and coyotes.

Colter’s horse cut the stray cow back into the herd as neatly as a man might slip a deuce back into a deck of playing cards. It was something to watch and Jed gave the man credit as a horseman.

The cattle in the vanguard began bawling when they drew near the creek. Their cries wafted back to Jed’s ears and perked him up. Seconds later, Colter rode up with his latest orders.

“Bunch ’em up,” he said.

Brand and Colter took off their hats and began ragging the cattle at the rear of the herd. They both yelled and the cattle picked up speed, running into the animals ahead of them so that the line swelled and fattened, bulging out on both flanks. Soon the whole herd was running toward the creek and Jed hauled in on the reins, slowing his horse. Colter did the same.

Jed could smell the water, feel the subtle shift in temperature.

“That’ll hold ’em for a while,” Colter said, riding up alongside Brand. “When they’re finished watering, we’ll cross ’em over and bed ’em down. I’ll ride herd the first shift. You and Dan can draw straws to divide up the rest of the night.”

“Think you can nighthawk this herd all by yourself, Silas?” Jed never missed an opportunity to goad Colter, just to see what was under the man’s hard skin.

“Sonny, I been singin’ to beeves longer’n you been alive. And when I nighthawk, they sleep like babes in a manger.”

“Silas, you’re not that much older’n I am and I’m twenty-two. I cut my teeth on a cow’s teat.”

“Well, I cut mine on a bull’s balls and I was born with bowed legs, Brand.”

The banter stopped when they reached the creek as the far clouds in the western sky began to turn to ash, leaving a solemn dark bruise on the horizon. The cattle were lined up along the creek, some striking the water with their hooves to splash water into their mouths, others lapping up gouts of water with rapid flicks of their parched tongues.

Jed slid his hat back from his forehead and turned his horse upstream. It was thirsty, too, and he needed to drink and fill his canteen before morning.

He looked back over his shoulder and saw Cardoza and the remuda coming up fast, the horses, having smelled water, running at a weary gallop. Jed took off his hat and waved a greeting to Julio, then clucked to his horse and rode up to water that didn’t have a cow slobbering in it.

Dan was already there, flat on his stomach, sucking water into his mouth. He looked up as his brother dismounted and walked toward him, leading his horse.

“Boy, oh boy, Abilene tomorrow, Jed. I can take me a bath and put on some flower water and find me a pretty girl.”

“Don’t count your chicks before they break the shells with their pippins, Danny. Colter will find fourteen reasons not to pay us when we deliver this herd, and he’ll have another half dozen orders to give us before we can shuck out of these dust-infested duds. You mark my words.”

“Aw, Jed, you spoil everything. Colter’s all right. He’ll do right by us.”

Jed lay down beside his brother and put his canteen into the water. He heard it gurgle as water fought to flow into its spout.

“I’m not so sure, Danny. Like I said. I don’t trust the man as far as I can throw my saddle bronc.”

The sky turned dark and the night came on with the suddenness of a shroud thrown over a corpse.






CHAPTER

2

JED DIDN’ T LIKE IT, BUT COLTER SET THE RULES. While he, Colter, and Dan were eating a cold supper of beans, hardtack, and beef jerky, Julio had to watch the herd. He always ate last, and no amount of arguing with Colter had changed it since they left Waco.

The only thing on the fire was a pot boiling Arbuckle’s coffee and, from experience, Jed knew it was strong enough to float a ten-penny nail. That was another thing. Colter always made the coffee, and he drank most of it himself. Jed used it to clear the dust out of his throat at night and the night phlegm out in the morning.

“Pretty fair grub,” Dan said, as he shoveled beans and hardtack into his maw.

“If you like hog slop with sand in it.” Jed chewed the jerky with measured bites, the scowl on his face plainly lit by the firelight.

“All you do is gripe, Jed,” Colter said. “You think the world owes you a clean bunk and three squares a day? Huh? Be glad for what you got, son.”

“I swear we drove fifteen miles today,” Jed said. “Nothing would taste real good after all that dust and wear on my britches.”

“More like ten mile,” Colter said. “Anyways, we got no more’n eight to go until we hit McCoy’s at Abilene.”

“What’s McCoy’s?” Dan asked.

“The stockyards,” Colter said. “Which reminds me. Jed, you bein’ the oldest, I want you to drive ’em in and get the money from the buyer. I’ll be in later. I got some business to take care of first.”

Jed stopped chewing the tough leather in his mouth.

“What?”

“You heard me. You’ll collect the money for the herd and when I get it, I’ll pay you off. I’ll give you further instructions in the morning before we set out.”

Jed sat there, staring at Colter. But Colter turned away from him, tossed his plate of leftovers to one side and got up to relieve Cardoza and take his turn as nighthawk. Dan and Jed watched him go without saying a word. Dan’s fork clinked against his pewter plate as he cleaned up the last of his beans.

“He’ll be back for his coffee,” Jed said. “But he’s pulling something, Danny. This deal has a smell to it I don’t like.”

“Aw, Jed, you always look on the bad side. Who cares? We’ll get our money and never see Silas Colter again.”

“Why isn’t he going in to collect the money? That’s all the man thinks about. Money. There’s something fishy about all this.”

“I don’t see nothin’ fishy about it. The man has things to do. He’s just tryin’ to do the best he can.”

“There’s something mighty peculiar about Silas, Danny. I keep wonderin’ why his other drovers quit back in Waco. I just don’t trust him.”

“Well, we need the money and tomorrow he’ll pay us. Ma’s countin’ on us and that money, you know?”

“I know, Danny. I’ve just got this itchy feeling under my skin that Colter’s trying to get away with something and we’re caught right in the middle.”

Dan laughed and there was an underlying nervousness in his tinny cackle.

“You know,” Dan said, to change the subject, “we heard back home how Kansas was flat as a pancake. Did you notice?”

“Notice what?”

“It ain’t flat as a pancake, Jed. It’s plumb flatter than a pancake.”

Despite himself, Jed laughed, and the tension was broken. For the moment.

A few minutes later, Cardoza rode in while Jed and Dan were laying out their bedrolls.

“The horses are in the hobbles,” he said, a grin on his face. “They are muy cansado, como yo.”

“Well, we’re all tired, Julio,” Jed told him. “Me, Dan, the cattle, our horses.”

“Es verdad.”

Cardoza poured a cup of coffee.

“Julio, you don’t drink coffee,” Jed said.

“This is for Mr. Colter. He say to bring him the cup.”

“The man’s a slavedriver,” Jed said, drawing his saddle up to the head of his bedroll. “I hope he burns his tongue.”

Dan fell asleep as soon as he lay down on his bedroll. Jed lay on his back, staring up at the stars strewn across the velvety heavens. When he turned and looked at the flickering fire, sleep overcame him. But before he dropped off, he wondered why Julio hadn’t returned and eaten his supper.






CHAPTER

3

COLTER AWAKENED DAN FOR THE NEXT WATCH. DAN rode out to find the herd well bedded down and most of the cattle asleep. When he figured it was around 2:00 A.M., he woke his brother for the last watch.

Jed put on his hat, grabbed up his rifle, and saddled one of the horses in the remuda, Jubal, figuring to ride the gelding into Abilene. When he walked back to camp, he saw that Dan was already fast asleep. He saw Colter, lying on his back, snoring softly. But there was no sign of Julio. The man hadn’t laid out his bedroll, evidently, at least not with them. Jed wondered if he had chosen to sleep elsewhere.

He shrugged and mounted Jubal, still half asleep in the chill night air.

“Crazy Mexican,” he muttered under his breath, and rode off to tend to the herd. He listened to the lyrical songs of coyotes far off in the distance and then the trilling died out in a series of barking yaps and he was left in the silence of the night, dozing as he rode his circuit.

By the time the sun began etching the eastern horizon with pale fingers of cream light, the ground was glistening with fresh dew and Jed rode back into camp, fairly rested and alert. There was no sign of Julio Cardoza. Colter was up and relieving himself, while Dan was sitting up, his head down, trying to shake off his sleepiness.

“Dan, better get cracking,” Jed said.

“I’m up,” Dan moaned, his voice low in his throat.

Jed laughed. He swung down from Jubal and groundtied him as he walked over to the small fire and hefted the pot. It was full of water but had not yet begun to steam.

“Coffee’ll be ready in a few minutes,” Colter said, buttoning up his trousers. “Herd all right?”

“Where in hell is Julio?” Jed asked.

“You askin’ me?” Colter said.

“Who else? He rode out to bring you coffee last night. Haven’t seen hair nor hide of him since.”

“He brought the coffee and walked back here, I thought.”

“Dan? Did you see Julio come back?”

“Naw. I fell asleep before you did, Jed.” Dan rose up from his bedroll and ran dry fingers through his damp hair. He ran his hand over his beard. It had been stippling his face ever since they left Baxter Springs and was starting to curl into wool.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Jed said. “Maybe we’d better look for him. I don’t see his bedroll. Maybe he slept out where he hobbled the horses.”

“I think he prefers horses to people,” Colter said, as the coffeepot began steaming. “Why don’t you ride over and take a look? You know where the horses are.”

“I’ll do just that,” Jed said, scowling at Colter. “Since you don’t seem to be worried much.”

“I’ve got other things on my mind this morning.” Colter picked up his tin cup and poured coffee into it. “Like some coffee, for one thing.”

Jed snorted and rode off to where Julio had hobbled the small remuda of six horses, plus his own. Dan was pouring coffee into his cup when Jed left and rode over a small rise upstream where he had last seen the horses when he saddled up Jubal.

The horses were all there, including Julio’s mare, Chiquita. She was still saddled, and Julio’s bedroll was still tied on behind the cantle, the leather thongs still tightly knotted. Puzzled, Jed rode over and checked more closely. He tilted his hat back and scratched a spot just above his left temple. Julio had never returned to unsaddle the mare, that was plain to see. Jed realigned his hat and looked around as if Julio might come strolling up from that empty plain that surrounded him.

“Julio,” Jed called, a rasp in his throat as dry as parched cornhusks.

There was no answer. Jed rode around, looking at the ground for boot tracks. There were some, but not enough. Just those of Julio leaving the remuda and walking to camp. Going, not coming back. Jed felt a flurry of moths in his stomach, the first pangs of fear. Fear not for himself, but for Julio. He knew Julio was not coming back. But where was he? Where had he gone? The fluttering in his stomach subsided and was replaced by something else, a hard anger, balling up inside him like a fist of iron.

Jed rode back to camp. Dan was drinking coffee with Colter. Both of them looked up at him as if he were someone they had never seen before. Jed dismounted, picked up his cup from near his bedroll and poured coffee into it. Then he set the cup down near the fire and walked over to Colter.

“Well, did you find Cardoza?” Colter asked.

“You know damned well I didn’t find him, Silas.”

“What in the name of Mildred’s off-ox are you talking about, Brand?”

“I mean you were the last person to see Julio last night. After he gave you your damned coffee, he never came back. Chiquita’s still under saddle and his bedroll is still tied down tight.”

“Where’s old Julio?” Dan asked, a dumbfounded expression on his face.

“Ask Silas there, Danny.”

“Ask all you want, Dan,” Colter said. “I don’t know where that dumb Mexican wandered off to. And I don’t give a damn.”

“Well, maybe we could look for him,” Dan said.

Colter doused his coffee into the fire. He shot Dan a withering look that made Dan turn his head away from Colter.

“Saddle up, Dan. We’ve got to get this herd moving and we’re a man short. Jed, you’ll have to wrangle those horses after we get the cows headed out, so don’t dawdle none.”

“Colter, I’m just about out of patience with you. You’re responsible for Julio and I say we look for him. He didn’t just wander off.”

“There’s only one man in charge here, Brand. And that’s me. If we spot Cardoza along the way to Abilene, we’ll pick him up. Otherwise, he’s just another lost stray as far as I’m concerned. There’s money on the hoof here and I mean to cash it in.”

“You keep pushing me, Colter, and that’s not all you’ll cash in,” Jed said.

“Make your play, Brand. Or shut up.”

“Jed, don’t go doin’ nothin’ hotheaded now, hear?” Dan said.

Colter threw his tin cup down on the ground and turned to brace himself, one hand floating just above the butt of his Colt. The cup rattled against some pebbles and then it grew quiet as Jed squared off.

“You call it, Colter,” Jed said, his right hand sliding through the air toward his own pistol. “Maybe now’s the time we see things come to a head between us.”

“Jed, no,” Dan said, starting toward his brother. “Don’t be a fool. Think of our poor mama back in Waco.”

“Yeah, maybe you’d better think of a lot of things, Brand, before you go for that six-gun on your belt. I’m game to go either way. You want boot hill, I’ll give it to you, son.”

“Stop calling me son, Colter,” Jed said. “I ain’t no kin to you.”

“Your choice, Jed. Walk away and I’ll forget this incident. Make your play and I’ll punch your ticket.”

Dan grabbed his brother and held both of his arms. He looked into Jed’s eyes, pleading with him. “Jed, just calm down. There ain’t no call to get yourself killed. Not over no Mexican.”

Jed lifted an arm and swept his brother away. But he didn’t go for his gun.

“Colter,” he said, “I’m fed up with you, but we’re just about to part company anyway. We’ll get your herd up and running, but stay the hell out of my way until you pay us off in Abilene.”

“Fair enough, Brand. Which reminds me. As I told you last night, I can’t go into McCoy’s with you. You and Dan take the herd in and you’ll be met by a man named Malcolm Trent, or one of his agents. It’s cash on the barrelhead, fifteen dollars a head. Just wait for me in the sale barn there and I’ll pay you boys off and we can all have a drink on me at the Drover’s Cottage.”

“We’ll do ’er, Mr. Colter,” Dan said. “Whatever you say, boss.”

Jed started to say something, but thought better of it. He nodded to Colter, who reached down, picked up his coffee cup and walked toward his bedroll. He put the cup inside it and rolled it up, hefted his saddle and bridle over his shoulder and walked toward the remuda.

“Dan, will you empty that pot and pack it for me?”

Colter said as he passed the two men.

“Sure, Mr. Colter. I’ll be right with you.”

The Brand brothers watched Colter until he disappeared over the rise.

“Jed, you almost got us both killed. Take it easy, will you? Ma always said your hot temper would get you into trouble one day.”

“Dan, you haven’t even seen my temper yet. I just wanted to see how far Colter would go. And now I know.”

“Yeah, he’d kill you as soon as look at you, if you press him.”

“True, and it tells me something else, too, Danny.”

“What’s that?”

“Colter doesn’t give a damn about you or me. And I think he knows a hell of a lot more about Julio than he’s letting on.”

“You don’t know that, Jed. Why would he want to hurt little old Julio? Julio never hurt a dadblamed fly.”

“That’s what worries me, Danny.”

Dan and Jed got the lead cows moving and, along with Colter, ran in the rest of the herd. Jed rode back and roped up the remuda so he could lead them and not have to worry about any of them running off. He used a long lead rope in case he had to drop it to chase cows. All the time, he was looking everywhere for some sign of Julio Cardoza. But somewhere in the deepest pit of his mind, he knew he would never see him again. A man like Julio didn’t just disappear off the face of the earth.

He was pretty sure that Colter had killed him sometime during the night.

But, like Danny, he was asking himself that same question.

Why?






CHAPTER

4

THE SKY WAS TRYING TO MAKE UP ITS MIND ALONG the eastern horizon. The sun fought to gain a foothold on the thick clouds that drifted and changed color from pale yellow to amber to gray. But Jed knew the sun would eventually have its way as it rose higher in the morning sky and the clouds began to break up and drift ever northward and eastward.

The cattle were strung out for most of a mile, but holding to the trail, bunched close by Colter and Jed. Colter was keeping the column to a width of 150 yards or so, while Jed and the remuda prodded them from the dusty rear.

He was still fuming over his brush with Colter earlier that morning. And he now had another worry, or at least a concern, over something else Silas had said to him when they were riding close together getting the last of the herd on its feet.

“One other thing, Brand,” Colter had said. “You should not mention my name to the buyer. Just tell him yours.”

“Why?”

“When I sent him a telegram from Waco I didn’t know if I was coming up to Abilene right then. I had just had my drovers run off and leave me stranded, so I used your name in case I couldn’t go.”

“You sure as hell take a lot of liberties, Colter.”

“It was the expedient thing to do at the time.”

Expedient?

No, Jed was sure there was more to it than that. Colter had so many cards up his sleeve it was hard to tell if he had a real arm in there. The man was as slithery as a snake, and as hard to nail down as jelly.

What had bothered Jed from the beginning was that Colter was driving too many cattle with too few hands. He didn’t have a chuck wagon or a cook. Colter hadn’t wanted to hire Cardoza to wrangle the remuda; hadn’t even wanted the Brands to bring extra horses.

Jed had no doubts that Colter was the kind of man who would think nothing of riding a horse into the ground if he got what he wanted out of it. It was no wonder all of his drovers from the Rio Grande Valley had quit in Waco, or somewhere along the way. If that was, indeed, what had happened. And no telling how many head he had started out with. Cattle drives in those days gathered thousands of head and the drovers had to fight farmers and landowners in Missouri whose domestic cattle were dying from the ticks brought in by the Texas longhorns. They called the disease Texas Fever or Spanish Fever without knowing it was the ticks causing it. Later, when they found out, they banned all longhorns from entering the state and the farmers formed vigilance committees and were waiting at county lines to drive the Texans back at every opportunity. So, the cattle ranchers in Texas started driving their herds along the borders up into Kansas and then even Kansas wouldn’t let any longhorns in until after the war.
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