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ESTACADO, TEXAS, JUNE 5, 1881


EPISCOPAL RECTORY


“Can’t you hurry Davy along, Mary? How would it look for the priest to be late for church? This is Pentecost Sunday.”


“I know it’s Pentecost, Ded, that’s why it’s taking so long. Davy is looking for something red to wear.”


“Well, do hurry, will you?”


Mary came over to kiss her husband. “Aren’t you the one who always says that the Lord loves a patient man?”


Ded smiled. “It’s not fair to use my own words against me.”


“Look, Daddy, I’m wearing a red shirt!” Davy said, running into the room with his arms up.


“Indeed you are,” Ded said. He picked Davy up and swung him around, rewarded with the little boy’s giggles.


“Now, we must go, or I believe Mr. Byrd will decide to start without us.”


“He can’t do that. You’re the priest,” Davy said.


“Your daddy isn’t just the priest, Davy, he’s the most handsome priest in the world,” Mary said, smiling broadly at her husband.


“You’re just trying to butter me up so I won’t get on you for being late.”


“Don’t worry, we’ll be there in plenty of time.”


Ded, Mary, and Davy walked from the rectory to the church, which, conveniently, was just next door. Once there, they greeted the arrivals.


“You’re not wearing red,” Davy accused one of the parishioners. “This is Pentecost. You’re supposed to be wearing red.”


“Davy!” Mary said, embarrassed by the comment. “It isn’t your place to tell people what they should wear.”


The parishioner chuckled. “You’re right, young man, I just forgot. I promise you, I’ll remember next year.”


Organ music spilled from the church as Miss Peterson began playing the offertory hymn.


“Remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how he said it is more blessed to give than to receive,” Ded said, and as the ushers started the collection, the congregation began to sing, the hymn floating through the open windows on the warm, spring day.


And make within our souls thy home;


Supply thy grace and heavenly aid


To fill the heart which . . .


Suddenly the back doors burst open and six armed men rushed into the church. The organist, startled by the intrusion, stopped at once, the last note of music hanging in a discordant chord.


“Ded Axton! Your day of atonement has arrived!” one of the men shouted, then all six men began firing indiscriminately.


Women screamed, men cursed, and children cried. Miss Peterson and several of the parishioners went down under the fusillade, and blood was running in the aisle and on the pews.


Ded Axton, unarmed and in liturgical garb, leaped over the altar rail and onto one of the intruders. He wrestled the gun away from the gunman and shot him point-blank. Then, using the gunman’s weapon, he shot two more before he was shot.


*  *  *


When Ded regained consciousness, he was in his own bed in the rectory. For a moment he thought it might have been a bad dream, but when he looked over, he saw that Mary was not lying beside him. He saw, also, that he was wrapped in bandages.


“Mary!” he called. “Hey, Mary, where are you?”


In response to his shouts, the doctor came into the bedroom and looked down at him. “You’re awake.”


“Yes.”


“You’ve had a rough go of it, Padre. For a while there, I didn’t know if you were going to live or die. But I think you’ve come through the worst of it now.”


“Where is Mary?”


“Father Ded, do you not remember what happened?”


“Yes. Some armed men came into the church while we were having services, and they started shooting.”


“That’s right. I wasn’t sure you would remember. Often when something like this happens, the memory of it is lost for some reason.”


“Where is Mary? Where is David? Where are my wife and child?”


“You . . . you don’t know?” The doctor pinched the bridge of his nose, lowered his head, and closed his eyes. Ded knew then, without having to be told, that his wife and child were dead.


“No,” Ded said. “God in heaven, no!”


“I’m sorry,” the doctor said. “Besides Mary and David, Miss Peterson was killed. So, too, were Mr. and Mrs. Kelly, Mrs. Baker and her two children, and Mr. York.”


“The church?”


“It was burned to the ground,” the doctor said. “I don’t understand it. They didn’t rob anyone. All they did was shoot up the place, then they set fire to the church. Carl Byrd pulled you out of the church when it caught fire. Why would anyone do such a thing?”


“What about the men who did this? Did they all get away?”


“Two of them were killed and a third was wounded. I’m told that you are the one who shot all three of them. I patched up the one who was wounded. He’s over in the jail now.”


“Is he going to die?”


“I don’t think so. His wounds aren’t as serious as yours. The two that were killed have been standing up in front of the undertaker’s for the last two days, but nobody has been able to identify them.”


“Two days? You mean this happened two days ago?”


“Three days ago,” the doctor said. “You’ve been in and out of consciousness for the entire three days.”


“I don’t remember any of those three days.”


“I wouldn’t expect you to.”


“You say the church was burned. What about Mary and David? Were they . . . uh?”


“They weren’t burned,” the doctor answered, anticipating the question. “They got them out too. The undertaker has been holding them, waiting for you to either bury them or be buried with them.”


*  *  *


The funeral for Mary and David was held the next day. Though most people thought that Ded would conduct the funeral, he asked Reverend Bass of the Hunter Memorial Presbyterian Church to lead the service. Then, even as the funeral was being conducted, Ded leaned over to speak to Carl Byrd.


“I’m leaving town,” he said.


“After the funeral?”


“Now.”


“Father Ded . . .”


Ded held up his hand. “Don’t call me that anymore.”


Byrd watched in shock as Ded got up from the back pew, then left the church.


Ded hadn’t said anything to anyone, but he knew who the attackers were. He had recognized them the moment they burst through the doors.


Nearly everyone in town had gone to the funeral, so the streets of Estacado were empty as Ded walked from the church. He went first to the mortuary, where he saw two men strapped to a board to hold them up.


“Petrie and Filbert,” he said.


Petrie had a shock of straw-colored hair and a pock-marked face. Both eyes were closed, and there was a bullet hole in his cheek, just under his left eye. His mouth was also closed.


Filbert’s hair was dark, and so was his beard. Both his eyes were open, but the lid was half-closed on one eye. The eyes still showed their brown color, but they were opaque. He had a bullet hole in his chest, just over his heart.


Ded looked around and, seeing that there was no one watching, held his hand out toward them, making the sign of the cross.


“ ‘To we who are alive, may He grant forgiveness, and to all who have died a place of light and peace.’ ”


Ded stared at the two bodies for a moment longer, then walked down to the jail.


“Father Ded, what are you doing here?” Deputy Grimes asked, surprised to see him. “Is the funeral over already?”


“Marshal Spears wants to see you, Deputy.”


“Really? What does he want—do you know?”


“I don’t know; he didn’t say.”


“All right,” Grimes said, taking his hat from the hook. “Oh, Father Ded, I’m just real sorry about ever’thing.”


“Thank you,” Ded said.


After Grimes left, Ded went back to the cell. There was only one prisoner in the jail at the moment, and he was sitting on the cot.


“Hello, Cap’n Axton,” the prisoner said. “I’m surprised to see you here. They told me you was about to die.”


“As you can see, I didn’t die. Would you step up here to the bars, please? I’d like to talk to you.”


“You can talk to me from there, can’t you?”


Ded shook his head. “I’m afraid if I talk to you from here, I’ll just wind up yelling at you. I don’t want to yell.”


“All right, Cap’n.” The prisoner walked up to the bars and stood there with a smirking smile on his face. “What have you got to say?”


Suddenly and totally unexpectedly, Ded reached in between the bars, grabbed the prisoner by his hair, and pulled his head against the bars, slamming it hard enough to knock him out.


When the prisoner came to a little later, he was staring into the muzzles of a double-barreled shotgun. His feet and one hand were tied to his bunk, and a rawhide cord from his other hand was tied to the triggers of the gun.


Ded was sitting on a stool beside the bed with a feather in his hand. “Hello, Asa,” he said. “When did you boys get out?”


“Last month,” Asa said.


“And the first thing you did was come to see me?”


“Yeah, why shouldn’t we have come to see you? You betrayed us, Cap’n. You not only told the Yankees what we was goin’ to do, you was there with ’em.”


“Asa, I’m going to ask you a few questions,” Ded said, not responding to Asa’s charge of betrayal.


“Ask anything you want, I ain’t tellin’ you nothin’,” Asa said.


“Oh, I think you will.” Ded held up the feather. “I’ll just bet you are wondering what I’m doing with this feather,” he said.


“Ha! You can stick it up your ass, as far as I’m concerned.”


“Before we proceed, I think I should explain to you that if you move that right hand of yours by so much as an inch, you will pull the triggers, and half your head will be blown off.”


Ded put the feather under Asa’s nose, and Asa started to move his hand to scratch, but realized at the last minute what would happen.


“Wait . . . what are you doing?”


“Where can I find Nate Walker?”


“I don’t know.”


Ded tickled Asa again, and again Asa almost moved his hand to scratch at the irritating feather.


“Stop that, it’s driving me crazy!”


“I’m going to ask you again,” Ded said calmly.


*  *  *


When Deputy Grimes returned to the jail, he called to the back. “Father Ded, you still here? You must’ve been mistaken. Marshal Spears didn’t want to see me.”


“Help!” a voice shouted from the back. “Deputy, get back here, fast! Hurry!”


Puzzled by the shout, Deputy Grimes hurried to the back of the jail. The first thing he saw was the open cell door.


“What the hell . . . Who left that open?”


“Get in here! Hurry!”


Deputy Grimes saw the prisoner with one hand and both feet tied to the bed. He also saw his other arm up in the air, a cord around his hand, looping across an overhead pipe, then tied to the triggers of a double-barreled shotgun.


“Get me loose from this contraption!” the prisoner begged.


“How did you wind up like this?”


“Cap’n Axton did it. Please, get me loose!”


Grimes hurried to the shotgun, then broke it down. He laughed.


“What the hell are you laughing at?” the prisoner shouted.


“There ain’t no shells in the gun,” he said. Grimes laughed again. “He left you all trussed up like a . . . damn! You’ve done peed in your britches!”


“That son of a bitch! That son of a bitch!” the prisoner shouted. “I’m going to kill him! I’m going to kill him!”


“How do you plan to do that?” Grimes asked. “Seein’ as you’ll more’n likely hang within another week.”
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APRIL 23, 1853


WHISTLER, TEXAS


Coy Axton owned Twin Hills Ranch, and Darren Walker owned the adjacent ranch, which he called Doubletree. They were good friends who often ran their cattle together, as they were able to tell which cow belonged to which rancher both by mutual trust and by their brands. When a cougar took down a couple of steers, the ranchers sent their two sons, Ded Axton and Nate Walker, out to track down and kill the cat.


Ded and Nate were only fifteen years old, but they were both big for their age, and both had done a man’s work for the last three years. Good friends, they were also competitive, often engaging in shooting contests, riding contests, and foot races. Despite their competitiveness, there had never been a fight between them.


The two boys, carrying food enough for three days, set out in search of the cougar. They lost the trail just before dark on the first night, but picked it up again in the morning. They had been taking turns riding in the lead, and for the moment Nate was in front, following the fresh tracks. Nate held up his hand calling for a stop, then dismounted and examined something on the ground. He looked back with a big smile.


“We’re real close,” he said. “He just took a shit and it’s still soft.”


As Nate was delivering his report, Ded saw the big cat creep out onto a flat rock about ten feet above Nate’s head. The cougar was getting ready to leap.


“Nate, look out!” Ded shouted. He had been holding his rifle across the saddle in front of him; fortunately, the gun was primed and loaded. He raised the rifle to his shoulder and fired just as the cougar leaped.


“Ahh!” Nate called out as the cat landed on him. “Get him off, get him off!”


Ded dismounted and, pulling his pistol, started toward the struggling Nate. Then, before he reached him, he was surprised to hear Nate laughing.


“Nate!”


Nate rolled out from under the cat, then stood up. There wasn’t a scratch on him. The cougar was still on the ground, not moving.


“Are you all right?” Ded asked.


“Yeah,” Nate said. “You hit him plumb center. He’s dead. He was dead when he fell on me.”


“You scared me to death,” Ded said.


“I scared you? What were you scared about? I was the one the cat jumped on.”


Ded chuckled. “He didn’t jump on you. He fell on you.”


“Yeah, I guess that’s right.” Nate pointed at Ded. “All right, you saved my life, but don’t let it go to your head.”


“Ha! I should have let him take a bite out of your hide before I shot him,” Ded said. “That might make you a bit more beholden to me.”


The two boys skinned the cougar and were on their way back when they saw smoke coming from a small house.


“Isn’t that the Chandler place?” Nate asked.


“Yes, I think it is. Maybe we had better get over there and see if we can help.”


The two started toward the burning house and were close when they heard gunfire.


“Whoa! What’s going on?” Nate asked.


“Comanche!” Ded shouted, pointing.


“Let’s get out of here!”


The two boys turned their horses but saw more Comanche behind them. They heard shooting coming from the barn and, assuming that was where Chandler was holed up, fighting the Indians, rode toward the barn as fast as they could. They were surprised to see the barn door open just as they approached.


“Get in here, fast!” Chandler shouted.


As soon as they rode in through the open door, Chandler closed and barred the door behind them.


“Are we glad to see you!” Chandler said. “Where are the others?”


“What others?” Ded asked. “There are only the two of us.”


Looking around the barn, Ded saw Ben and Mrs. Chandler, Boston Chandler, their six-year-old son, and Dooley Hayes, their hired hand.


“The Injuns come down this morning,” Chandler said. “At first I only seen a couple of ’em tryin’ to steal my horses. I took a shot at ’em and they run off, but they come back a few minutes later with about twenty of ’em. They set the house on fire, but we managed to get here.”


“Boss, there’s about three of ’em tryin’ to sneak up on us,” Hayes said. “I think they’re goin’ to try an’ set fire to the barn.”


“Where are they?”


“They’re over there, squattin’ down behind the waterin’ trough,” Hayes said.


Hayes, Chandler, Ded, and Nate all aimed at the trough.


“Don’t nobody shoot till all three of the heathens show themselves,” Chandler said.


“Maybe we ought to pick out who we’re going to shoot, so that we don’t all shoot the same one.”


“Good idea,” Chandler said. “I’ll take the one on the left.”


“I’ll take the one in the center,” Ded said.


“That leaves me the one on the right.”


“Which one should I shoot?” Hayes asked.


“Pick out one, it won’t make any difference.”


“No, don’t shoot until after we do,” Ded suggested. “That way, if one of us misses, you can take him.”


“Good thinking,” Chandler said.


The defenders in the barn waited for nearly a minute, then the three Indians rose as one and started toward them. The one in the middle—the one who Ded had selected as his target—was carrying a flaming torch, intending to set fire to the barn.


“Now!” Chandler shouted, and all three fired as one. The three Indians went down.


“I tell you the truth, boys, I’m near ’bout out of powder and ball,” Chandler said. “I don’t know how much longer we can hold ’em off.”


“I’ve got an idea,” Ded said. “I’m going to turn my horse loose. He’ll run back to the ranch. If Pa sees him without me, he’ll likely come see what happened.”


“Wait,” Mrs. Chandler said. “I took this from the house before we left.”


She opened a box and took out a piece of paper, a bottle of ink, and a pen. “If you’re going to send the horse back, let him take a message.”


Ded nodded, then wrote: Pa, trapped by Indians at the Chandler place, running out of powder and ball. Come quick. Ded.


“Where are you going to put it on the saddle to keep it from falling off?” Nate asked.


“I’ve got some glue out here I was using to make saddle repairs,” Chandler said. “We’ll glue the paper to the saddle.”


Slathering the back of the paper with glue, they stuck it on the saddle, then smoothed it down. When they were sure there was sufficient adhesion between the paper and the saddle, Ded led his horse over to the back door and waited while Chandler opened it.


“Go home, boy! Go home!” Ded said, slapping the horse on the rump.


The horse galloped away, and through a window Ded watched until it was out of sight.


*  *  *


Over the next couple of hours, the Indians attacked several more times. But they prefaced each charge with ungodly screeches and yells, and that enabled the defenders to get some rest in between their assaults.


“If we can just hold them off until your pa gets here . . .” Chandler said.


“I know how we can slow ’em down,” Hayes suggested.


“How’s that?” Chandler asked.


Hayes pointed through the window. “That fancy-dressed son of a bitch sitting on that horse seems to be in charge of ’em. I’ve noticed he starts whoopin’ and hollerin’ and pointin’ before they attack. If we could kill him, it would least slow ’em down.”


Chandler looked toward the Indian Hayes had pointed out, then shook his head. “He’s too far away.”


Ded looked as well.


“No he’s not.”


“What do you mean, he’s not?” Chandler asked.


“Take a look, Nate. What do you think? You think you could hit him from here?”


“Maybe,” Nate said. “But he’s so far away, the ball might not penetrate even if it did hit him.”


“What if we put a double load of powder in and both of us shoot at the same time?” Ded suggested. “One of us might hit him.”


“Yeah, if the gun doesn’t blow up on us,” Nate said with a little laugh.


“I’m willing to give it a try if you are,” Ded challenged.


“All right, let’s do it,” Nate said.


For the next several seconds the boys prepared their rifles, pouring in twice as much powder as they normally used. Then they packed down the wads, then the balls.


“There’s no way these barrels aren’t going to split wide open,” Nate said.


“Maybe only one of them will,” Ded suggested.


“Yeah, but which one?”


“I guess we’ll see. Are you ready?”


“I’m ready.”


The two boys picked up their rifles then and rested the barrels on the windowsill. They aimed, then lowered their rifles and adjusted their sights, picked them up, aimed once more, then lowered the rifles for one last adjustment.


“Let’s fire on the count of three,” Ded suggested.


“I’ll count,” Nate said.


Nate counted, and on the count of three both rifles roared and kicked back against their shoulders. A great deal of smoke billowed up in front of them.


“Well, the barrels didn’t burst,” Ded said.


“Damn!” Hayes shouted. “You hit him!”


“I knew I hit him,” Nate said.


“Ha! How do you know I wasn’t the one who hit him?” Ded challenged.


“It doesn’t matter which one of you hit ’im,” Chandler said. “They’re leavin’, and they’re carryin’ his body with ’em.”


“Now we’ll never know if both of us hit him or just one of us,” Nate said.


“Why don’t we just say both of us did?” Ded suggested.


“Agreed.”


It was another hour before Coy Axton, Darren, and Nate arrived at the Chandler place with two dozen cowboys. They were warmly welcomed, even though by now the Indians had left. They trailed after the retreating Indians, returning when they were sure that they were well gone.


Within two weeks, the neighbors had rebuilt the Chandlers’ house for them, and at the celebration party over the house raising, Ben Chandler stood to thank everyone for coming to help them rebuild.


“But I especially want to thank two boys—no, by their action they proved they aren’t boys, they are young men—I especially want to thank the two young men who came to our rescue. If it hadn’t been for Ded Axton and Nate Walker, there wouldn’t have even been a need for a house raising, because the Indians would have gotten us for sure. Ded, Nate, stand up so we can all get a look at you and give you a round of applause.”


Nate and Ded stood; then, as the others applauded, they shook hands and smiled.


JUNE 5, 1855


Ded and Nate were sitting in the stagecoach depot at Whistler, when a peddler came in.


“Lemonade! Lemonade! Fresh lemonade here!”


“Want a glass of lemonade?” Nate asked.


“I don’t know, I’ve got a long trip in front of me, I probably should watch my money,” Ded answered.


“Ha, I’ll buy it. It’ll be my going-away present to you.”


“All right, my mouth is kind of dry, a glass of lemonade would go well now.”


“I’ll be right back.”


True to his word, Nate returned a minute later carrying two glasses of lemonade. He handed one to Ded.


Ded took a swallow, then wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. When he did, he got a drop of lemonade on the trousers of his suit.


“Oh, I hope that doesn’t leave a spot.”


Nate laughed. “What do you care? Soon as you get to West Point, you’ll be getting one of those fancy cadet uniforms.”


“I wish you were coming with me, Nate. It’s not too late. Why, I bet if you had your pa write to Senator Sam Houston, he’d be able to get you right into the same class as me.”


“Being a soldier is your idea, Ded, not mine. I’m going to the University of Mississippi, where I plan to study the fine arts.”


Ded laughed. “What can you do with a degree in fine arts?”


“Why, don’t you know, Ded? I’ll be a gentleman. I’ll be owning Doubletree someday, I already know all I need to know about ranching. I just need to learn to be a gentleman.”


Ded laughed and punched him on the shoulder. “Nate Walker a gentleman? Why, they would have to assign you your very own professor to do that.”


“Coach is a-comin’!” someone shouted, and Ded and the other three passengers stood. Ded reached for his bag but Nate held his hand out and reached for it himself.


“Better let me carry that out for you. From what I’ve heard about West Point, they’ll have you running and such from the moment you get there. You’d best get all the rest you can while you can.”


Ded and Nate followed the others out to the coach, and Nate handed the bag to the driver, who stowed it in the boot.


Nate reached out to take Ded’s hand. “You might write to me now and then,” he said.


“I will,” Ded said.


“All right, folks, climb aboard so we can get under way,” the driver said as he climbed up onto the box.


Ded got a seat next to the right rear window and looked out at Nate, who was still standing there, waiting to watch them leave.


“A gentleman, huh?” Ded called out with a big smile. “Well, I’m going to be an officer and a gentleman.”


“Heyaah!!” the driver called, and he snapped his whip over the head of the team. The coach started forward.


“We’ll see!” Nate called after him. “We’ll see!”





CHAPTER TWO
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NOVEMBER 1861


COLUMBUS, KENTUCKY


Ded Axton grew to be exactly six feet tall, with pale gray eyes and a chiseled face. He graduated from West Point with the class of 1859, and was appointed a second lieutenant in the U.S. Army; but when the Civil War started, Ded gave up his commission in the U.S. Army to accept the rank of captain in the Confederacy.


His first action was under General Leonidas Polk, then in command of Confederate troops at Columbus, a small town in Kentucky, on the Mississippi River. There was also a Confederate camp on the Missouri side of the river at Belmont, and that was attacked by Union forces under Ulysses S. Grant.


Grant succeeded in capturing and destroying the camp, but Polk sent more soldiers across the river and they were able to rout the Union forces, retaking Belmont, and sending Grant and his troops fleeing back up north on riverboats. Captain Axton had fought particularly well in that battle and afterwards General Polk asked to see him.


“You did well, Captain,” Polk said.


“Thank you, General.”


“You are a Texan, aren’t you?”


“Yes, sir, I am.”


“Captain, I have a request from General Albert Johnston that may interest you. The general wants me to find someone who can lead a company of irregular soldiers. You would model your tactics after those of Quantrill’s Raiders.”


“Quantrill? General, Quantrill is no better than a murderer. With his raids against civilians, he has done more harm than good for the Confederacy.”


Polk, who was a rotund man, held up a stubby finger. “Ah, Captain, but we want you to model your tactics after Quantrill, not your activities. You should limit your attacks to military objectives only.”


“Where is this unit of irregulars now, General?”


“As of this moment, there is no such unit. Your directions are to return to Texas and raise the unit. You will be given five thousand dollars to get you started, but after that you will have to fund your own operation. Not only your own operation, but you will also be expected to make a significant contribution to the operating funds of the Confederate Army. As a matter of fact, your sole purpose will be to raise funds for the Confederacy.”


Ded raised his eyebrows in response to the general’s comment. “I beg your pardon, General, but how am I to fund my operation—as well as the Confederate Army?”


“With Yankee money,” Polk said with a chuckle. “With Yankee money.”


*  *  *


Armed with letters of authorization from General Polk and President Jefferson Davis, Ded returned to Texas to recruit those who would ride with him. The first person he spoke to was his old friend Nate Walker. At the time Nate was a sergeant in Sibley’s Brigade of the Fifth Texas Cavalry.


“I thought you went to school to be a gentleman,” Ded teased. “And here you are, a soldier.”


“I couldn’t very well sit by and let someone else do my fighting, could I?” Nate replied. “Now look at me. All dressed up like a soldier, but we’ve done nothing but drill.”


“How would you like to do something besides drill—and be an officer and a gentleman to boot?”


“What do you mean?”


“I’ve been authorized to organize a troop of raiders, Nate. We’ll make our own tactics and fight our own war. Would you like to join me?”


“Hell yes, I’ll join you,” Nate said. “I swear, we haven’t done anything but drill since I joined up. And I didn’t join the army to drill day in and day out.”


“All right, Lieutenant Walker, you are now part of the Texas Raiders.”


“Lieutenant?” Nate asked. “I’m a lieutenant?”


“Unless you would rather stay a sergeant.”


Nate laughed. “No, I can get used to being a lieutenant. But, as my first suggestion as a lieutenant, I think we should change the name of the unit to Axton’s Texas Raiders.”


“You don’t think that would be sort of self-serving?” Ded asked.


“No, not at all. I think men like to be able to identify with the unit, and with the commander. Look at Sibley’s Brigade.”


“You may have a point. All right, Axton’s Texas Raiders it will be,” he said.


“I think we should keep the unit small, and very mobile,” Nate recommended, and Ded agreed.


Never larger than a dozen men, Axton’s Raiders soon earned a reputation with their quick strikes, often behind enemy lines.


JULY 9TH, 1863


The Ohio River was a wide, dark gash in front of them, visible only by the winking glimmers of reflected moonlight. Ded and his raiders were on the Kentucky side of the river. On the Indiana side were two Yankee gunboats that had been shelling Confederate positions at will. Ded was given the task of eliminating the gunboats.


Ded planned to cross the river in two rowboats, with five men in each boat. Nate would be in one of the boats and Ded in the other.


“What I want to know is, what the hell are we wrappin’ cloth around the oars for?” Logan Petrie asked.


“Because it deadens the sound of the oars in water,” Nate explained.


“Yeah, well, it don’t make no sense to me.”


“Just do it and quit your bellyachin’,” Nate said.


Fifteen minutes later, with all the paddles wrapped, the boats put in. It took another fifteen minutes to cross the river where they landed just upriver from their targets.


Moving quietly, the ten men followed the bank of the river until they reached the two gunboats. The boats were being guarded not by regular soldiers but by members of the Indiana Militia, none of whom had seen any battle.


The plan was to slip up to the boats, then attack, making as much noise as possible, with the idea that the untested militiamen would abandon their posts. When they were in position, Ded stood up and shouted.


“Baker’s company to the left! Anderson’s company to the right! Attack!”


There were, of course, not two companies, but when firing commenced immediately after the orders were shouted, the militia guards, as Ded had believed they would, threw down their arms and abandoned their posts.


Ded had been told that the riverboats themselves were not manned when they were moored, and as it turned out, the intelligence was correct. Ded waited onshore while Nate Walker took the others aboard the two boats, where they poured kerosene around, then set both of the boats on fire.


The flames were just taking hold when the men started scrambling back down the gangplanks. Ded was watching when he saw Nate suddenly draw his pistol, point it toward him, and fire. Ded heard the whiz of the bullet passing by, as well as the sound of the bullet hitting flesh behind him.


Turning, Ded saw a Yankee soldier sprawled on his back, a dark bullet hole in his forehead. In his hand was a knife. When Ded turned back to look at his friend, Nate held the pistol up and smiled.


JUNE 1864


CLEVELAND COUNTY, ARKANSAS


For three years, Ded Axton had commanded Axton’s Texas Raiders, which, because it was a guerrilla group, was independent of any organized Confederate unit. Though some Northern newspapers regarded the Raiders as no better than Quantrill’s men, Ded went to great lengths to differentiate his command from the groups led by Quantrill and “Bloody Bill” Anderson. Unlike Quantrill, who acted entirely on his own and sometimes even at cross purposes with the goals of the Confederacy, Ded coordinated all his operations with regular Confederate units.


A skirmish with a Yankee soldier a year earlier had given him a scar, a purple streak of lightning that ran down his left cheek from below his eye to just above the corner of his mouth. That encounter left Axton permanently scarred; it left the Yankee soldier permanently dead.


Ded was temporarily attached to the First Arkansas Cavalry Regiment under Confederate general Fagan for the fight at Marks’ Mills. Fagan attacked a Union supply train, routing the Union soldiers, and capturing most of the supplies; but one coach, known to be carrying as much as twenty thousand dollars in gold, escaped the ambush.


Shortly after the fight, Ded met with General Fagan in the house of Clyde Barnes. Barnes was a local whose sympathies—as were the sympathies of nearly all the locals—lay with the South.


“You are sure the coach is carrying money?” General Fagan asked Barnes.


“Yes, sir, twenty thousand dollars. I seen ’em put the money on there myself,” Barnes said. “The coach escaped the attack by goin’ south. But it has to go to Little Rock, and that means somewhere it’ll be turnin’ around, an’ more’n likely takin’ a different road back.”


“Is there an army detail with the coach?” Ded asked.


“Yes, sir, there is.”


“How many men are there?” General Fagan asked.


“I counted at least twenty,” Barnes said. “There mighta been a few more. Warn’t no less, that’s for sure.”


“How many men do you have, Captain?” General Fagan asked.


“I have ten, counting Lieutenant Walker and myself, sir.”


“Oh, that won’t do,” General Fagan said. “You’ll be badly outnumbered.”


“That’s not a problem, General. We’ll have the element of surprise and cover.”


General Fagan chuckled. “All right, Captain. I must say, I do admire your confidence.”


“Thank you, General.”


“Tell me, Mr. Barnes, do you have any idea what route the coach will take back to Little Rock?” General Fagan asked. He spread out a map on Barnes’s dining room table.


“More’n likely they’ll turn around in Rison, then come up by the Dixon Pike,” Barnes said. Using the map, he pointed to a place on Dixon Pike. “Right here, the road makes a hard turn to the left.”


“What’s on the side of the road here?” Ded asked, pointing to the hard turn.


“Cotton on this side, and a pecan grove on the other,” Barnes said.


“Maybe you can hide your men in the pecan grove,” General Fagan suggested.


“Yes, sir, that’s just what I was thinking. I’d better get started right away,” Ded said. “I want to make certain that we are all in place before the coach gets there.”


PECAN GROVE ON DIXON PIKE


It was very cold, and as Ded stood alongside the road, he pulled the collar of his coat up around his neck to ward off the chill. They were all wearing a red band tied around the left arm of their uniforms. Ded had suggested the red armband, and was surprised at how quickly the men took to it, not only because it identified them as part of Axton’s Texas Raiders, but also as a badge of pride.


“Damn, when I signed up to fight, I thought maybe I might get shot,” Nate said. “But I sure didn’t plan on freezing to death.”


“Nate, I swear you would complain if they used a new rope to hang you,” Ded teased.


“Would you blame me? New ropes are stiff,” Nate replied with a little chuckle.


“Cap’n! Lieutenant! The coach is a-comin’!” Logan Petrie called.


“All right, get the fire started,” Ded ordered.


A large pile of deadwood and trees had been piled up in the middle of the road. The brush was soaked with kerosene, then set afire.


Ded, Nate, and the others got into position on either side of the road, knowing that when the coach encountered the fire, it would be forced to stop.


Ded could hear the coach and its escort approaching, not only by the squeak and rumble of the vehicle itself, but also with the jangle of every harness and bit, as well as the drumming of hooves.


“Are we going to call out for them to stop, or just open fire?” Nate asked.


“They almost have us outnumbered, two to one,” Ded said. “I think if we called for them to stop, they would open the battle, then we would lose our advantage. We’ll just open fire when they come in range.”


Nate smiled and nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “I figured it would have to be something like that.”


Ded pulled his pistol, then called out to the others.


“When you hear me shoot, pick out a target and open fire,” he said.


“Ded, we need to shoot one of the coach horses, just to make sure it doesn’t get away,” Nate said.


“I know,” Ded said. “I really hate to do that. The horses have no say in this war. But you are right: that will stop the coach.”


“I know you’re squeamish about shooting horses, so I’ll do it if you want me to.”


“Yes, go ahead.”


Now the coach and outriders were close enough that Ded could hear the driver’s whistles and shouts to the team. He waited until the first two soldiers were just about even with him. One of the soldiers, he noticed, was a lieutenant, and that lieutenant became Ded’s first target.


Ded fired, and the lieutenant, hit just in front of the ear, was knocked from his horse.


With Ded firing the first shot, the rest of his men opened fire as well. Out of the corner of his eye, Ded saw the first, off-side lead horse stumble, then go down. As Nate had predicted, that brought the coach to an immediate halt.


The Union soldiers tried to return fire, but with their leader dead and with no enemy in sight, they weren’t quite sure what to do. They simply fired wildly into the woods, shooting without a specific target. Within the opening seconds, the coach driver and at least eight of the soldiers were down.


“Let’s get out of here!” one of the Union soldiers shouted, and although it was a private who had made the suggestion, the remaining soldiers complied as if it were an official command. There were twelve left alive—twelve out of the twenty soldiers who had accompanied the coach—and they galloped down the road, not in any kind of military formation, but in a wild and frenzied dash.


Ded’s men cheered, then ran out onto the road, urging the retreating soldiers on with catcalls and jeers.


“Keep me covered, Nate,” Ded said. “I’ll get the strongbox.”


Ded hurried over to the wagon and, using the spoke of the front wheel to gain a foothold, climbed up onto the driver’s box. Looking down into the well of the splashboard he saw not a heavy box but two canvas bags. The bags were sealed shut and locked, and when he picked them up, he could tell by their weight that they held the gold they had come for.


“Here it is, boys!” he called, holding one of the bags up for the others to see.


The men cheered, and Nate Walker, now mounted, rode over to the coach, leading Ded’s horse. Then, after handing one of the bags to Nate, Ded, carrying the other one, stepped from the coach, onto his horse.


“Ded,” Nate said quietly. “Have you ever thought about just riding away?”


“What do you mean?”


“You know what I mean. I’m talking about just keeping the money, all of us dividing it up, then riding away.”


“Why would we do something like that?”


“Well, just think about it, Ded. Hell’s fire, there’s twenty thousand dollars here. You keep six thousand for yourself, I’ll keep six thousand, and we’ll divide the rest of it up among the men. They’ll get a thousand dollars apiece that way, and you know damn well that there isn’t a man among them who’s ever had a thousand dollars of his own.”


“That’s less than they would get if we were honest with them,” Ded said.


“If we were truly honest, we wouldn’t even be talking like this a-tall,” Nate said. “We’d turn the money over to General Fagan like we said we would.”


“And that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”


“Why?”


“Because there is such a thing as honor.”


“Hell, Ded, the way this war’s going, it will be over soon and you know it. This business of stealing money, then just giving it over to the failed Confederacy, has nothing to do with honor and everything to do with stupidity.”


“I won’t argue with you, Nate, because it could be that you are right,” Ded said. A slow smile played across his lips. “But I still consider it honor . . . and, of late, honor is all most of us have left in this world.”


“All right, Captain, if you say so,” Nate Walker said. Ded couldn’t help but notice that Nate had called him “Captain” instead of “Ded.”


Mounted now, and with pistols drawn, Axton’s Texas Raiders went around checking all the Union soldiers, just to make certain they were dead and wouldn’t suddenly rise up against them. A few more shots sounded off in the damp air, the echoes rolling back from the trees on either side of the road. The air smelled strongly of gun smoke.


Ded counted the bodies of the Union soldiers. There were eight of them. Eight dead men who had done nothing to him. Eight men who were husbands, fathers, brothers, and sons who died only because they were wearing the wrong color uniform on this day.


This was the fourth year of the war, and Ded was well aware that there had been many, many days just like this one.





CHAPTER THREE



[image: image]


It was one year after the fight at Marks’ Mills, and Ded and Nate were planning a train robbery when they learned that the war was over. As soon as he was given the news, he called off the strike.


Nate Walker and a handful of others wanted to go through with the robbery, but Ded said no.


“But don’t you see, Ded? This isn’t the way it was before, when you said you felt honor-bound to give the money we took to the Confederacy. We can do this job just as we had planned, and we keep the money for ourselves. We are violating no code of honor now that the war is over. Besides, it seems to me that those damn Yankee bastards owe us something.”


“The war is over, Nate. Robbing a train during the war was a military operation. Doing it now is criminal larceny. So my answer is no.”


“All right,” Nate agreed. “I guess I can see your point. What are you going to do now that the war is over?”


“To be honest with you, I don’t have the slightest idea. I went to West Point, planning a military career. But that’s over. I guess I’ll just have to see what turns up. What about you? What do you plan to do?”


“I don’t know, I haven’t made up my mind,” Nate said. “I can’t go back to Doubletree: my brother Dagan has run the ranch all through the war, so it rightly belongs to him.”


“At least there still is a Doubletree,” Ded said. “Ma and Pa both died during the war and Twin Hills is gone, taken for taxes.” He shrugged. “But the truth is, I didn’t want to go back to ranching anyway.”


Ded mustered out of his unit, shook hands with everyone and wished them good luck, then he rode away with no destination in mind beyond the next hill.


*  *  *


Within a month after the war ended, a coach carrying a payroll for the occupying Union soldiers was robbed, using the exact plans Ded had drawn up for wartime raids. Furthermore six robbers were said to have been wearing red armbands. Knowing it had to be members of his old group, Ded sought them out and ordered them to stand down.


“You are bringing dishonor on every honest man who fought with the South,” Ded said.


“It’s like you said, Ded,” Nate Walker said. “The war’s over. And that means you are no longer in command. You can join us if you want to, but you can’t order us to stop.”


Ded looked at the men, all of whom had ridden with him, and called them by name. “Nate, Petrie, Filbert, Blackman, Colby, Loomis, Wyman, don’t do this. You are making a huge mistake.”


“You are the one that made the mistake, Ded,” Nate said. He pulled his pistol and pointed it at Ded.
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