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FOR SUSAN SONTAG

She’s rangered long . . .

She’s rangered far . . .





BOOK I





1.

CAPTAIN INISH SCULL liked to boast that he had never been thwarted in pursuit—as he liked to put it—of a felonious foe, whether Spanish, savage, or white.

“Nor do I expect to have to make an exception in the present instance,” he told his twelve rangers. “If you’ve got any sacking with you, tie it around your horses’ heads. I’ve known cold sleet like this to freeze a horse’s eyelids, and that’s not good. These horses will need smooth use of their eyelids tomorrow, when the sun comes out and we run these thieving Comanches to ground.”

Captain Scull was a short man, but forceful. Some of the men called him Old Nails, due to his habit of casually picking his teeth with a horseshoe nail—sometimes, if his ire rose suddenly he would actually spit the nail at whoever he was talking to.

“This’ll be good,” Augustus said, to his friend Woodrow Call. The cold was intense and the sleet constant, cutting their faces as they drove on north. All the rangers’ beards were iced hard; some complained that they were without sensation, either in hands or feet or both. But, on the llano, it wasn’t yet full dark; in the night it would undoubtedly get colder, with what consequences for men and morale no one could say. A normal commander would have made camp and ordered up a roaring campfire, but Inish Scull was not a normal commander. “I’m a Texas Ranger and by God I range,” he said often. “I despise a red thief like the devil despises virtue. If I have to range night and day to check their thieving iniquity, then I’ll range night and day.

“Bible and sword,” he usually added. “Bible and sword.”

At the moment no red thieves were in sight; nothing was in sight except the sleet that sliced across the formless plain. Woodrow Call, Augustus McCrae, and the troop of cold, tired, dejected rangers were uncomfortably aware, though, that they were only a few yards from the western edge of the Palo Duro Canyon. It was Call’s belief that Kicking Wolf, the Comanche horsethief they were pursuing, had most likely slipped down into the canyon on some old trail. Inish Scull might be pursuing Indians that were below and behind him, in which case the rangers might ride all night into the freezing sleet for nothing.

“What’ll be good, Gus?” Woodrow Call inquired of his friend Augustus. The two rode close together as they had through their years as rangers.

Augustus McCrae didn’t fear the cold night ahead, but he did dread it, as any man with a liking for normal comforts would. The cold wind had been searing their faces for two days, singing down at them from the northern prairies. Gus would have liked a little rest, but he knew Captain Scull too well to expect to get any while their felonious foe was still ahead of them.

“What’ll be good?” Call asked again. Gus McCrae was always making puzzling comments and then forgetting to provide any explanation.

“Kicking Wolf’s never been caught, and the Captain’s never been run off from,” Gus said. “That’s going to change, for one of them. Who would you bet on, Woodrow, if we were to wager—Old Nails, or Kicking Wolf?”

“I wouldn’t bet against the Captain, even if I thought he was wrong,” Call said. “He’s the Captain.”

“I know, but the man’s got no sense about weather,” Augustus remarked. “Look at him. His damn beard’s nothing but a sheet of brown ice, but the fool keeps spitting tobacco juice right into this wind.”

Woodrow Call made no response to the remark. Gus was overtalkative, and always had been. Unless in violent combat, he was rarely silent for more than two minutes at a stretch, besides which, he felt free to criticize everything from the Captain’s way with tobacco to Call’s haircuts.

It was true, though, that Captain Scull was in the habit of spitting his tobacco juice directly in front of him, regardless of wind speed or direction, the result being that his garments were often stained with tobacco juice to an extent that shocked most ladies and even offended some men. In fact, the wife of Governor E. M. Pease had recently caused something of a scandal by turning Captain Scull back at her door, just before a banquet, on account of his poor appearance.

“Inish, you’ll drip on my lace tablecloth. Go clean yourself up,” Mrs. Pease told the Captain—it was considered a bold thing to say to the man who was generally regarded as the most competent Texas Ranger ever to take the field.

“Ma’am, I’m a poor ruffian, I fear I’m a stranger to lacy gear,” Inish Scull had replied, an untruth certainly, for it was well known that he had left a life of wealth and ease in Boston to ranger on the Western frontier. It was even said that he was a graduate of Harvard College; Woodrow Call, for one, believed it, for the Captain was very particular in his speech and invariably read books around the campfire, on the nights when he was disposed to allow a campfire. His wife, Inez, a Birmingham belle, was so beautiful at forty that no man in the troop, or, for that matter, in Austin, could resist stealing glances at her.

It was now full dusk. Call could barely see Augustus, and Augustus was only a yard or two away. He could not see Captain Scull at all, though he had been attempting to follow directly behind him. Fortunately, though, he could hear Captain Scull’s great warhorse, Hector, an animal that stood a full eighteen hands high and weighed more than any two of the other horses in the troop. Hector was just ahead, crunching steadily through the sleet. In the winter Hector’s coat grew so long and shaggy that the Indians called him the Buffalo Horse, both because of his shagginess and because of his great strength. So far as Call knew, Hector was the most powerful animal in Texas, a match in strength for bull, bear, or buffalo. Weather meant nothing to him: often on freezing mornings they would see Captain Scull rubbing his hands together in front of Hector’s nose, warming them on his hot breath. Hector was slow and heavy, of course—many a horse could run off and leave him. Even mules could outrun him—but then, sooner or later, the mule or the pony would tire and Hector would keep coming, his big feet crunching grass, or splashing through mud, or churning up clouds of snow. On some long pursuits the men would change mounts two or three times, but Hector was the Captain’s only horse. Twice he had been hit by arrows and once shot in the flank by Ahumado, a felonious foe more hated by Captain Scull than either Kicking Wolf or Buffalo Hump. Ahumado, known as the Black Vaquero, was a master of ambush; he had shot down at the Captain from a tiny pocket of a cave, in a sheer cliff in Mexico. Though Ahumado had hit the Captain in the shoulder, causing him to bleed profusely, Captain Scull had insisted that Hector be looked at first. Once recovered, Inish Scull’s ire was such that he had tried to persuade Governor Pease to redeclare war on Mexico; or, failing that, to let him drag a brace of cannon over a thousand miles of desert to blast Ahumado out of his stronghold in the Yellow Cliffs.

“Cannons—you want to take cannons across half of Mexico?” the astonished Governor asked. “After one bandit? Why, that would be a damnable expense. The legislature would never stand for it, sir.”

“Then I resign, and damn the goddamn legislature!” Inish Scull had said. “I won’t be denied my vengeance on the black villain who shot my horse!”

The Governor stood firm, however. After a week of heavy tippling, the Captain—to everyone’s relief—had quietly resumed his command. It was the opinion of everyone in Texas that the whole frontier would have been lost had Captain Inish Scull chosen to stay resigned.

Now Call could just see, as the sleet thinned a little, the white clouds of Hector’s breath.

“Crowd close now,” he said, turning to the weary rangers. “Gus and me will keep up with Hector, but you’ll have to keep up with us. Don’t veer to the right, whatever you do. The canyon’s to the right, and the drop is sheer.”

“Sheer—that means straight down to doom,” Augustus said to the men. He remembered the first time he and Woodrow had skirted the Palo Duro, after foolishly signing up for an ill-planned expedition whose aim had been to capture Santa Fe and annex Nuevo Mexico. That time the whole troop, more than one hundred men, had to scramble over the edge of the canyon to escape a blazing ring of grass, set afire by Buffalo Hump’s Comanches. Many of the men and most of the horses had fallen to their deaths. But, on that occasion at least, they had made their scramble in daylight and had run for the cliffs over firm prairie. Now it was dusk on a winter’s night, with no cover, poor visibility, and ground so slick that it was hard even to travel at a steady clip. A slip on the edge of the canyon would send a man straight into space.

“You didn’t loan me that sacking—don’t you have any?” Augustus asked.

“I have mine—where’s yours?” Call asked. “I don’t know if mine will stretch for two horses.”

Augustus did not reply. In fact, he had been in a whore’s tent near Fort Belknap when the news came that Kicking Wolf had run off twenty horses from a ranch near Albany. Gus had barely had time to pull his pants on before the rangers were in the saddle and on the move. It had been a warmish day, and he was sweaty from his exertions with the whore—the notion that four days later he would be in a sleet storm at dusk on the Palo Duro, a storm so bad that his horse’s eyelids were in danger of freezing, had never crossed his mind. Most pursuits of Comanche or Kiowa lasted a day or two at most—usually the Indians would stop to feast on stolen horseflesh, laying themselves open to attack.

Kicking Wolf, of course, had always been superior when it came to making off with Texas horses. On the errant Santa Fe expedition, when Call and Augustus had been green rangers, not yet twenty years old, Kicking Wolf had stolen a sizable number of horses from them, just before the Comanches set the grass fire that had trapped the whole troop and forced them into the very canyon they were skirting now.

“I plumb forgot my sacking,” Gus admitted—he didn’t mention the whore.

“You can have my sacking,” Call said. “I don’t intend to ride a blind horse, sleet or no sleet.” Horses were apt to slip or step in holes even when they could see where they were going. To be riding a blind horse over slippery footing on the edge of a canyon seemed to him to be asking for worse trouble than frozen eyelids.

While Augustus was adjusting Call’s piece of rough sacking over his horse’s eyes, Long Bill Coleman came trotting up beside them. Long Bill had been with them on the Santa Fe expedition, after which, due to the rigors he had endured on their march as captives across the Jornada del Muerto, he had given up rangering in favor of carpentry, a change of profession that only lasted a few months, thanks to Bill Coleman’s inability to drive a nail straight or saw a plank evenly. After six months of bent nails and crookedly sawn planks, Long Bill gave up on town trades forever and rejoined the ranger troop.

“It’s night, ain’t we stopping, Gus?” Long Bill asked.

“Do we look like we’re stopped?” Gus replied, a little testily. Long Bill had the boresome habit of asking questions to which the answers were obvious.

“If we were stopping there’d be a campfire,” Gus added, growing more and more annoyed with Long Bill for his thoughtless habits. “Do you see a campfire, sir?”

“No, and don’t you be sirring me, you dern yapper,” Long Bill said. “All I was asking is how long it will be before we have a chance to get warm.”

“Shush,” Call said. “You two can argue some other time. I hear something.”

He drew rein, as did Gus. The rangers behind crowded close. Soon they all heard what Call heard: a wild, echoing war cry from somewhere in the dark, sleety canyon below. The war cry was repeated, and then repeated again. There was one voice at first, but then other voices joined in—Call, who liked to be precise in such matters, thought he counted at least seven voices echoing up from the canyon. He could not be sure, though—the canyon ran with echoes, and the gusts of north wind snatched the war cries, muffling some and bringing others closer.

“They’re mocking us,” Call said. “They know we can’t chase ’em down a cliff in the dark—not in this weather. They’re mocking us, boys.”

“It’s nothing but extremes around this damn Palo Duro Canyon,” Long Bill remarked. “Last time we was here we nearly got cooked, and this time we’re half froze.”

“I guess your mouth ain’t froze, you’re still asking them dumb questions,” Gus observed.

“I wonder if the Captain heard that?” Call said. “The Captain’s a little deaf.”

“Not that deaf, he ain’t,” Gus said. “When he wants to hear something, he hears it. When he don’t want to hear it, you might as well save your breath.”

“What’d you ever say to the Captain that he didn’t want to hear?” Call asked, dismounting. He intended to make careful approach to the canyon edge and see if he could spot any campfires down below them. If there was evidence of a sizable camp of Comanches, perhaps Captain Scull could be persuaded to make camp and wait for a chance to attack.

“I asked him for a five-dollar advance on my wages, one time,” Augustus said. “He could have said no, but he didn’t say anything. He just acted as if I wasn’t there.”

“You shouldn’t have asked in the first place,” Call said. “Wages are supposed to last till payday.”

“I had expenses,” Gus said, knowing well that it was pointless to discuss financial problems with his frugal friend. Woodrow Call rarely even spent up his wages in the course of a month, whereas Gus never failed to spend his to the last penny, or perhaps even a few dollars beyond the last penny. Something always tempted him: if it wasn’t just a pretty whore it might be a new six-shooter, a fine vest, or even just a better grade of whiskey, which, in most of the places he bought whiskey, just meant a liquor mild enough that it wouldn’t immediately take the hide off a skunk.

Before they could discuss the matter further, they heard sleet crunching just ahead, and suddenly the great horse Hector, his shaggy coat steaming, loomed over them. Captain Inish Scull hadn’t stopped, but at least he had turned.

“Why are we halted, Mr. Call?” he asked. “I didn’t request a halt.”

“No sir, but we heard a passel of whooping, down in the canyon,” Call said. “I thought I’d look and see if I could spot the Comanche camp.”

“Of course there’s a camp, Mr. Call, but they’re the wrong Comanches,” Captain Scull said. “That’s Buffalo Hump down there—we’re after Kicking Wolf, if you’ll remember. He’s our horsethief.”

As usual, Captain Scull spoke with complete assurance. They had only been on the edge of the Palo Duro a few minutes, and it was too dark to see much, even if the sleet would have let them. Buffalo Hump and Kicking Wolf, though rivals, often raided together: how did the Captain know that one was camped in the canyon and the other ranging somewhere ahead?

They had a gifted scout, to be sure, a Kickapoo named Famous Shoes, but Famous Shoes had been gone for two days and had made no report.

“That’s Buffalo Hump’s main camp down there, Mr. Call,” Inish Scull said. “We’re no match for him—we’re only thirteen men, and anyway it’s Kicking Wolf I want. I expect to overtake him on the Canadian River about sunup day after tomorrow, if there is a sunup day after tomorrow.”

“Why, sir, there’s always sunup,” Long Bill Coleman said—he was a little jolted by the Captain’s remark, and the reason he was jolted was that his large wife, Pearl—the one town trade he hadn’t abandoned—was convinced on religious grounds that the world would end in the near future. Pearl’s view was that the Almighty would soon pour hot lava over the world, as a response to human wickedness. Now they were beside the Palo Duro Canyon, a big, mysterious hole in the ground—what if it suddenly filled up with hot lava and overflowed onto the world? Cold as he was, the prospect of the world ending in a flood of hot lava did not appeal to Long Bill at all. The fact that Captain Scull had questioned whether there would be a sunup had the effect of making him nervous. He had never met a man as learned as Captain Scull—if the Captain had some reason to doubt the likelihood of future sunrises, then there might be something to Pearl’s apprehension, after all.

“Oh, I’m confident the sun will do its duty, and the planets as well,” Captain Scull said. “The sun will be there, where it should be. Whether we will see it is another matter, Mr. Coleman.”

Gus McCrae found the remark curious. If the sun was where it should be, of course they would see it.

“Captain, if the sun’s there, why wouldn’t we see it?” he asked.

“Well, it could be cloudy weather—I expect it will be,” Captain Scull said. “That’s one reason we might not see sunup. Another reason is that we all might be dead. Beware the pale horse, the Bible says.”

Inish Scull let that remark soak in—it amused him to say such things to his untutored and uncomprehending men. Then he turned his horse.

“Don’t be peeking into canyons unless I tell you to, Mr. Call,” he said. “It’s icy footing, and too dark for accurate observation anyway.

Call was irked by the Captain’s tone. Of course he knew it was icy footing. But he said nothing—by then Inish Scull had turned his great horse and gone clomping away, into the night. There was no one to say anything to, except Augustus and Long Bill. After one more glance into the darkening canyon, he got back on his horse and followed his captain north.

2.

“GUN-IN-THE-WATER is with them,” Blue Duck said. “Gun-in-the-Water and the other one—Silver Hair McCrae.”

Buffalo Hump sat on a deerskin near his campfire. He was under an overhanging rock, which held the heat of the campfire while protecting him from the driving sleet. He was splitting the leg bone of a buffalo. When splitting a bone he was particular and careful—he did not want to lose any of the buttery marrow. Most men were impatient, young men especially. When they attempted the old tasks, they took little care. Blue Duck, his son, rarely split a bone, and when he did, he lost half the marrow. Buffalo Hump had fathered the boy on a Mexican captive named Rosa, a beautiful but troublesome woman who persisted in trying to escape. Buffalo Hump caught her three times and beat her; then his wives beat her even more harshly, but Rosa was stubborn and kept escaping. The winter after the boy was born she escaped again, taking the young baby with her. Buffalo Hump was gone on a raid at the time—when he got back he went after Rosa himself, but a great wind came, blowing snow over the prairie in clouds so thick that even the buffalo turned their backs to it. When he finally found Rosa, under a cutbank on the Washita, she was frozen, but the boy, Blue Duck, was alive, still pulling on her cold teat.

It was a good sign, Buffalo Hump thought then, that the boy was strong enough to survive such cold; but the boy grew up to be even more troublesome than his mother. Blue Duck stole, killed, and fought bravely, but all without judgment. He had no interest in the old weapons; he coveted only the white man’s guns. His temper was terrible—he had no friends. He would kill a Comanche or a friendly Kiowa as quickly as he would kill a Texan. The elders of the tribe finally came and talked to Buffalo Hump about the boy. They reminded him that the boy was half Mexican. They thought maybe the Mexicans had put a witch inside Blue Duck when his mother died. After all, the boy had suckled a dead woman’s teat; death might have come into him then. The old men wanted to kill Blue Duck, or else expel him from the tribe.

“I will kill him, when he needs to be killed,” Buffalo Hump told them. He didn’t like Blue Duck much, but he didn’t kill him, or send him away. He delayed, hoping the boy would change with age. Two of his wives were barren and his only other son had been killed years before on the Brazos, by the white ranger Call, whom the Comanche called a “Gun-in-the-Water.” Blue Duck had no good in him, that he could see, but he had no other living son and did not want to kill him if he could avoid it. Perhaps Blue Duck did have evil in him, an evil that prompted his sudden killings; but the evil might be there for a purpose. Blue Duck might be so bad that he would be the leader who drove back the whites, who were squirming like maggots up the rivers and onto the comanchería. Buffalo Hump was undecided. He knew he might have to kill Blue Duck to keep harmony in the tribe. But, for the moment, he waited.

He did not look up at his tall son until he had split the heavy bone expertly, exposing the rich marrow, which he sucked until the last drop was gone. As Buffalo Hump grew older, his appetites had changed. When they took buffalo now, he only ate the liver and, sometimes, the hump. But he insisted on first pick of the bones, so he could find the marrow. He knocked down prairie chickens whenever he could, and had developed a taste for possums, ground squirrels, prairie dogs, and armadillo. When one of his wives wanted to please him she would catch him a plump prairie hen or perhaps a young possum. The elders of the tribe thought it odd that their great chief no longer hungered for horsemeat or buffalo. Buffalo Hump didn’t care what the elders thought, not in this instance. He had heard much prophecy, from many elders, and little of it had come true; worse, the only prophecies that had come true were the bad ones. The whites were more numerous than ever, and better armed. Even a simple raid on a small farm—just a couple and their children—could seldom be accomplished without a warrior or two falling to the white man’s guns. Even the Mexicans in poor villages were better armed now. Once, the mere appearance of a single Comanche warrior could cause such panic in the villages of Mexico that the men could ride in and take captives almost at will; but now even the smallest, poorest villages were apt to put up stiff resistance.

Also, now, the Texans came with bluecoat soldiers, and with agents who talked to the elders of the People about the advantages of reservation life. Some of the chiefs and elders, tired of running and fighting, had begun to listen to these agents of the Texans. So far the Comanches were still a free people, but Buffalo Hump knew, and the elders knew as well, that they could not simply scare the whites away by tortures and killings, or by taking a few captives now and then. There were too many Texans—too many. The very thought of them made him weary and sad.

Finally, when he had finished with his marrow bone, he tossed it aside and looked up at Blue Duck. The boy was tall and strong, but also rude, impatient, disrespectful.

“If you saw Gun-in-the-Water, why didn’t you kill him for me?” he asked his son. “You should have brought me his hair.”

Blue Duck was annoyed—he had brought his father a report on the Texans and had not expected criticism.

“He was with Big Horse Scull,” he said. “He had men with him.”

He stopped, uncertain. Surely his father did not expect him to kill a whole troop of rangers, on a day when the sleet was so bad a horse could not run without slipping.

Buffalo Hump merely looked at Blue Duck. He was gaunt now; his great hump was a weight he had grown tired of carrying. Once it had scarcely slowed him, but now he had to manage carefully if he was to avoid embarrassment.

“You can kill him. I give him to you,” he said to Blue Duck. “Do you think you can kill him tomorrow?”

“I told you he was with Big Horse,” Blue Duck said. The old man annoyed him. He knew that his father had been the greatest Comanche leader ever to ride the plains—from the age of ten, Blue Duck had been allowed to ride with him on raids and had seen how terrible his anger was against the Mexicans and the whites. No one in the tribe could throw a lance as far and as accurately as Buffalo Hump—and only Kicking Wolf was as quick and deadly with the bow. Though nowadays his father raided less, he was still a man to be feared. But he was older; he no longer had the strength of the bear, and the ugly hump, though it might scare the Texans, was just an ugly mound of gristle on the old man’s back. It had white hairs sticking out of it. Soon his father would just be an old chief, worn out, no longer able to raid; the young warriors would soon cease to follow him. He would just be an old man, sitting on his deer hides sucking at greasy bones.

“If you can’t kill Gun-in-the-Water, kill the other one—kill McCrae,” Buffalo Hump suggested. “Or if you are too lazy to kill a strong fighting man, then kill the Buffalo Horse.”

“Kill the Buffalo Horse?” Blue Duck asked. He knew he was being insulted, but he tried to hold his temper. Buffalo Hump had his lance at his side, and he was still quick with it. The ranger they called “Big Horse”—Scull, the great captain—rode the Buffalo Horse. Why ask him to kill the horse—why not ask him to kill Scull?

“I will kill Scull,” Blue Duck said. “Later we can kill the Buffalo Horse—he is so big it will take all winter to eat him.”

Buffalo Hump regretted that his son was boastful. Blue Duck thought he could kill anybody. He hadn’t learned that some men were harder to kill than even the great grizzly bears. Once the great bears had lived in the Palo Duro, and along the broken ledge that the whites called the caprock. In his youth, Buffalo Hump had killed three of the great bears. It had not been easy. One of his legs bore a scar from the claws of the last of these bears—when he went into battle he wore a necklace made from that bear’s teeth and claws.

Now there were none of the great bears in the Palo Duro or along the caprock. They had all gone north, to the high mountains, to escape the guns of the Texans. Now his boastful son stood before him, a boy with none of the wisdom of the great bears. Blue Duck thought he could kill Scull, but Buffalo Hump knew better. Big Horse Scull was a short man, but a great fighter—even without a weapon he would win against Blue Duck. He would tear open Blue Duck’s throat with his teeth, if he had to. Scull might suffer injuries, but he would win.

“You can’t kill Big Horse,” Buffalo Hump told the boy, bluntly. Blue Duck was tall and strong, but he was awkward. He had not yet learned how to run smoothly. He was too lazy to learn to use the old weapons—he could not throw a lance accurately, or hit an animal with an arrow. He wore a great knife that he had taken off a dead soldier, but he did not know how to fight with a knife. Without his gun he was helpless, and he was too foolish even to realize that he might lose his gun, or that it might misfire. Buffalo Hump liked weapons that he had made himself, and could depend on. He chose the wood for his own arrows; he scraped and honed the shafts and set the points himself. He chose the wood for his bow and saw that the bowstrings were of tough sinew. Every night, before turning to his women, he looked at his weapons, felt them, tested them; he made sure his lance head was securely set. If he had to fight in the night, he wanted to be ready. He did not want to jump into a fight and discover that he had mislaid his weapons or that they were not in good working order.

All Blue Duck knew of weapons was how to push bullets into a pistol or a rifle. He was a boy, too ill prepared to give battle to a warrior as fierce as Big Horse Scull. Unless he was lucky he would not even be able to kill Gun-in-the-Water, who had been too quick for his other, better son, in the encounter on the Brazos years before.

“I did not give you Big Horse, I gave you Gun-in-the-Water,” Buffalo Hump said. “Go take him if you can.”

“There are only twelve Texans, and Big Horse,” Blue Duck said. “We have many warriors. We could kill them all.”

“Why have they come?” Buffalo Hump asked. “I have done no raiding. I have been killing buffalo.”

“They are chasing Kicking Wolf,” Blue Duck said. “He stole many horses.”

Buffalo Hump was annoyed—Kicking Wolf had gone raiding without even asking him if he cared to go, too. Besides, he did not feel well. In bitter weather an ache made his bones hurt—the ache seemed to start in his hump. It made his bones throb as if someone were pounding them with a club. The cold and sleet were of little moment—he had lived with plains weather all his life. But in recent years the ache in his bones had come, forcing him to pay more attention to the cold weather. He had to be sure, now, that his lodges were warm.

“Why are you talking to me about killing these Texans?” he asked Blue Duck. “If it is Kicking Wolf who has brought them, let him kill them.”

Blue Duck was disgusted with the old man’s attitude. The whites were only a few miles away. With only half the warriors in their camp they could kill the whites easily. Maybe they could even capture Gun-in-the-Water and torture him. It was easy to cripple a man when the footing was so bad. His father would at last have his vengeance and they could all boast that they had finished Big Horse Scull, a ranger who had been killing Comanches almost as long as Buffalo Hump, his father, had been killing whites.

Yet Buffalo Hump just sat there, tilted sideways a little from the weight of the ugly hump, sucking marrow from buffalo bones. Blue Duck knew his father didn’t like Kicking Wolf. The two had quarreled often: over women, over horses, over the best routes into Mexico, over what villages to raid, over captives. Why let Kicking Wolf have the glory of killing Big Horse and his rangers?

It was on Blue Duck’s tongue to call the old man a coward, to tell him it was time he stayed with the old men, time he let the young warriors decide when to fight and who to attack.

But, just as Blue Duck was about to speak, Buffalo Hump looked up at him. The older man had been fiddling with the knife he used to split the buffalo leg bone—suddenly his eyes were as cold as the snake’s. Blue Duck could never avoid a moment of fear, when his father’s eyes became the eyes of a snake. He choked off his insult—he knew that if he spoke, he might, in an instant, find himself fighting Buffalo Hump. He had seen it happen before, with other warriors. Someone would say one word too many, would fail to see the snake in his father’s eyes, and the next moment Buffalo Hump would be pulling his long bloody knife from between the other warrior’s ribs.

Blue Duck waited. He knew that it was not a day to fight his father.

“Why are you standing there?” Buffalo Hump asked. “I want to think. I gave you Gun-in-the-Water. If you want to fight in the sleet, go fight.”

“Can I take some warriors?” Blue Duck asked. “Maybe we could take him and bring him back alive.”

“No,” Buffalo Hump said. “Kill him if you are able, but I won’t give you the warriors.”

Angered, Blue Duck turned. He thought the old man was trying to provoke him—perhaps his father was seeking a fight. But Buffalo Hump was not even looking at him, and had just put his knife back in its sheath.

“Wait,” Buffalo Hump said, as Blue Duck was about to walk away. “You may see Kicking Wolf while you are traveling.”

“I may,” Blue Duck said.

“He owes me six horses,” Buffalo Hump said. “If he has stolen a lot of horses from the Texans, it is time he gave me my six. Tell him to bring them soon.”

“He won’t bring them—he is too greedy for horses,” Blue Duck said.

Buffalo Hump didn’t answer. A gust of wind blew shards of sleet into the little warm place under the rock. Buffalo Hump knocked the sleet off his blanket and looked into the fire.

3.

BY MORNING Augustus McCrae was so tired that he had lost the ability to tell up from down. The dawn was sleet gray, the plain sleet gray as well. There was not a feature to stop the eye on the long plain: no tree, ridge, rise, hill, dip, animal, or bird. Augustus could see nothing at all, and he was well known to have the best vision in the troop. The plain was so wide it seemed you could see to the rim of forever, and yet, in all that distance, there was nothing. Augustus, like the other rangers, had been in the saddle thirty-six hours. Before the chase started he had been up all night, whoring and drinking; now he was so tired he thought he might be losing his mind. There were those among his comrades who thought that it was excessive whoring and drinking that had caused Gus’s hair to turn white, almost overnight; but his own view was that too many long patrols had fatigued his hair so that it had lost its color.

Now, when he looked up, the horizon seemed to roll. It was as if the plain was turning over, like a plate. Augustus’s stomach, which had little in it, began to turn, too. For a moment, he had the sensation that the sky was below him, the earth above. He needed to see something definite—an antelope, a tree, anything—to rid himself of the queasy sensation he got when the land seemed to tip. It grew so bad, the rolling, that at one point he felt his own horse was above him, its feet attached to the sky.

The more Gus thought about it, the angrier he became at Captain Scull.

“If he don’t stop for breakfast I’m just going to dismount right here and die,” Gus said. “I’m so tired I’m confusing up with down.”

“I guess he’ll stop when he hits the Canadian,” Call said. “I doubt it’s much further.”

“No, and I doubt the North Pole is much further, either,” Gus said. “Why has he brought us here? There’s nothing here.”

Call was weary, too. All the men were weary. Some slept in their saddles, despite the cold. Under the circumstances, Call just wanted to concentrate on seeing that no one fell behind, or straggled off and got lost. Though the plain looked entirely flat, it wasn’t. There were dips so shallow they didn’t look like dips, and rises so gradual they didn’t seem to be rises. A ranger might ride off a little distance from the troop, to answer a call of nature, only to find, once the call was answered, that he had traversed a dip or crossed a rise and become completely lost. The troop would have vanished, in only a few minutes. A man lost on the llano would wander until he starved—or until the Comanches got him.

Call wanted to devote what energies he had to seeing that no one got lost. It was vexing to have to turn his attention from that important task to answer Gus’s questions—particularly since they were questions that Gus himself ought to know the answer to.

“He brought us here to catch Kicking Wolf and get those horses back,” Call said. “Did you think he was leading us all this way just to exercise our horses?”

Ahead they could see Inish Scull, his coat white with sleet, moving at the same steady pace he had maintained the whole way. Hector’s shaggy coat steamed from melting sleet. It crossed Call’s mind to wonder just how far Hector could travel without rest. Would it be one hundred miles, or two hundred? The Captain was well ahead of the troop. Seen from a distance he seemed very small, in relation to his huge mount. Seen up close, though, that changed. No one thought of Inish Scull as small when his eyes were boring into them, as he delivered commands or criticisms. Then all anyone remembered was that he was a captain in the Texas Rangers—size didn’t enter into it.

Augustus’s head was still swimming. The horizon still rocked, but talking to Woodrow helped a little. Woodrow Call was too hardheaded to grow confused about up and down; he was never likely to get sky and land mixed up.

“He’s not going to catch Kicking Wolf,” Gus said. “I expect the reason he’s rarely run off from is because he’s careful who he chases. If you ask me, he usually just chases the ones he knows he can catch.”

Call had been thinking the same thing, though he had no intention of saying it in front of the men. He didn’t like to be doubting his captain, but it did seem to him that Captain Scull had met his match in the game of chase and pursuit. Kicking Wolf had had nearly a day’s start, and the shifting weather made tracking difficult. Inish Scull didn’t like to turn his troop, any more than he liked to turn his own head when spitting tobacco juice. He seemed to think he could keep an enemy ahead of him by sheer force of will, until he wore him down. But Kicking Wolf had lured the Captain onto the llano, which was his place. He wasn’t subject to anybody’s will—not even Buffalo Hump’s, if reports were true.

Then Augustus spotted something moving in the sky, the first sign he had seen that there was life anywhere around.

“Look, Woodrow—I think that’s a goose,” Gus said, pointing at the dark in the gray sky. “If it comes in range I mean to try and shoot it. A fat goose would make a fine breakfast.”

“Geese fly in flocks,” Call reminded him. “Why would one goose be flying around out here?”

“Well, maybe it got lost,” Gus suggested.

“No, birds don’t get lost,” Call said.

“A bird dumb enough to fly over this place could well get lost,” Gus said. “This place is so empty an elephant could get lost in it.”

The bird, when it came in sight, proved to be a great blue heron. It flew right over the troop; several of the men looked up at it and felt some relief. All of them were oppressed by the gray emptiness they were traveling in. The sight of a living thing, even a bird, stirred their hopes a little.

“I see something else,” Gus said, pointing to the west. He saw a moving spot, very faint, but moving in their direction, he felt sure.

Call looked and could see nothing, which vexed him. Time and again he had to accept the fact that Augustus McCrae had him beaten, when it came to vision. Gus’s sight just reached out farther than Call’s—that was the plain fact.

“I expect it’s Famous Shoes,” Gus said. “It’s about time that rascal got back.”

“He ain’t a rascal, he’s our scout,” Call said. “What’s rascally about him?”

“Well, he’s independent,” Augustus commented. “What’s the use of a scout who goes off and don’t bring back a report but every two or three days? And besides that, he beat me at cards.”

“An Indian who can beat a white man at cards is a rascal for sure,” Long Bill volunteered.

“I expect it just took him this long to find Kicking Wolf’s track,” Call said.

A few minutes later they sighted the Canadian River, a narrow watercourse cutting through a shallow valley. There was not a tree along it.

“Now, that’s a disappointment,” Augustus said. “Here we are at the river, and there’s not any dern wood. We’ll have to burn our stirrups if we want to make a fire.”

Then Call saw Famous Shoes—Inish Scull had stopped to receive his report. What amazed Call was that Famous Shoes had arrived so swiftly. Only moments before, it seemed, the scout had been so far away that Call hadn’t even been able to see him; but now he was there.

“I’m about to quit rangering, if it means coming to a place where I can’t tell up from down,” Augustus said, annoyed that there seemed no likelihood of a good roaring fire beside the Canadian.

Call had heard that threat from Augustus before—had heard it, in fact, whenever Gus was vexed—and he didn’t take it seriously.

“You don’t know how to do anything besides ride horses and shoot guns,” Call told him. “If you was to quit rangering you’d starve.”

“No, the fact is I know how to gather up women,” Augustus said. “I’ll find me a rich fat woman and I’ll marry her and live in ease for the rest of my days.”

“Now you’re talking bosh,” Call said. “If you’re so good at marrying, why ain’t you married Clara?”

“It’s far too cold to be talking about such as that,” Augustus said, vexed that his friend would bring up Clara Forsythe, a woman far too independent for her own good, or anybody else’s good either—his in particular. He had proposed to Clara the day he met her, in her father’s store in Austin, years before, but she had hesitated then and was still hesitating, despite the fact that he had courted her fast and furiously, all that time. Clara would admit that she loved him—she was not the standoffish sort—but she would not agree to marry him, a fact that pained him deeply; despite all he had done, and all he could do, Clara still considered herself free to entertain other suitors. What if she married one? What could he do then but be brokenhearted all his life?

It was not a circumstance he wanted to be reminded of, on a morning so cold that he couldn’t tell up from down—and he particularly resented being reminded of it by Woodrow Call, a man inept with women to such a degree that he had entangled himself with a whore. Maggie Tilton, the whore in question, was plenty pretty enough to marry, though so far, Woodrow had shown no sign of a willingness to marry her.

“You’re no man to talk, shut up before I give you a licking,” Gus said. It was an intolerable impertinence on the part of Woodrow Call to even mention Clara’s name, especially at a time when they were having to struggle hard just to avoid freezing.

Call ignored the threat. Any mention of Clara Forsythe would provoke Augustus into a display of fisticuffs; it always had. Call himself avoided Clara when possible. He only went into the Forsythe store when he needed to buy cartridges or some other necessity. Though certainly pretty well beyond the norm, Clara Forsythe was so forward in speech that a man of good sense would plan his day with a view to avoiding her. Even when she was only selling Call a box of cartridges or a tool of some sort, Clara would always find a way to direct a few words to him, though—in his view—no words were called for, other than a thank you. Instead of just handing him his change and wrapping up his purchase, Clara would always come out with some statement, seemingly mild, that would nonetheless manage to leave him with the impression that there was something not quite right about his behavior. He could never figure out quite what he did to annoy Clara, but her tone with him always carried a hint of annoyance; a strong enough hint, in fact, that he tried to time his visits to the afternoons, when her father usually tended the store.

Maggie Tilton, the whore he liked to see, never gave him the sense that there was anything wrong with his behavior—if anything, Maggie swung too far in the other direction. She could see no wrong in him at all, which made him feel almost as uncomfortable as Clara’s needlegrass criticisms. Maybe the fact that one was a whore and the other respectable had something to do with it—in any case Augustus McCrae was the last person whose opinion he felt he needed to listen to. Gus’s mood bobbed up and down like a cork, depending on whether Clara had been sweet to him or sour, soft or sharp, friendly or aloof. In Call’s view no man, and particularly not a Texas Ranger, ought to allow himself to be blown back and forth by a woman’s opinion. It wasn’t right, and that was that.

Long Bill was close enough to hear Gus threaten to give Call a licking, a threat he had heard uttered before.

“What’s got him riled?” Long Bill inquired.

“None of your business. Get gone, you fool!” Gus said.

“You must have swallowed a badger, Gus—I swear you’re surly,” Long Bill said. “I wonder if Famous Shoes has seen any wood we could make into a nice fire, while we’re wandering.”

Before anyone could answer, Inish Scull, their captain, gave a loud yell of rage, wheeled Hector, and spurred him into a great lumbering run toward the west. The sleet spumed up in clouds behind him. Inish Scull didn’t wave for the troop to follow him, or give any indication that he cared whether the twelve rangers came with him or not. He just charged away, leaving Famous Shoes standing alone by a large, steaming pile of horse turds which Hector had just deposited on the prairie.

“Well, there goes Captain Scull—I expect he’s sighted his prey,” Long Bill said, pulling his rifle from its scabbard. “We best whip up or we’ll lose him.”

The troop, with Gus at its head, immediately clattered off after Captain Scull, but Call didn’t follow, not at once. He didn’t fear losing contact with the Captain while he was riding Hector—an elephant could not leave a much plainer track. He wanted to know what Famous Shoes had said to provoke the charge.

“Is it Kicking Wolf?” he asked the Kickapoo. “Is it going to be a fight?”

Famous Shoes was a slight man with a deceptive gait. He never seemed to hurry, yet he had no trouble keeping up with a troop of horsemen. Even if the horsemen charged off, as Inish Scull and the whole troop had just done, Famous Shoes would usually manage to catch up with them by the time a campfire was made and coffee boiling. He moved fast, and yet no one ever saw him moving fast, a thing Call marveled at. Sometimes he responded to questions and sometimes he didn’t—but even if he chose to answer a given question, the answer would usually lay a little sideways to the question as it had been phrased.

At the moment he was looking closely at the smoky green pile of Hector’s droppings.

“The Buffalo Horse has been eating prickly pear,” he said. “I guess he don’t like this icy grass.”

“Kicking Wolf,” Call repeated. “Is it Kicking Wolf they went off after?”

Famous Shoes looked at Call with mild surprise, his usual look when responding to direct questions. The look left Call with the feeling that he had missed something—what, he didn’t know.

“No, Kicking Wolf is over by the Rio Pecos,” Famous Shoes said. “The Captain will have to ride a faster horse if he wants to catch Kicking Wolf. The Buffalo Horse is too slow.”

That was Call’s opinion too, but he didn’t say it.

Then Famous Shoes turned away from the dung pile and gestured toward the west.

“Kicking Wolf didn’t really want those horses—not the geldings,” he said. “He only wanted the three studhorses, to breed to his young mares. Those are good young studhorses. They will make him some fine colts.”

“If he only kept three, what’d he do with the others?” Call asked.

“He butchered them,” Famous Shoes said. “His tribe took the meat, but the women didn’t do a very good job of butchering all those horses. There is plenty of meat left. We can take it if we want to.”

“If we ain’t going to catch Kicking Wolf today, maybe the Captain will let Deets cook up some of the meat,” Call said. “We’re all hungry.”

Deets was a young black man, making his second trip with the troop. He had been found sleeping in the stables one morning, covered with dust and hay. He had escaped from a large group of stolen slaves who were being driven into Mexico by the famous chief Wildcat, a Lipan who had perfected the practice of selling stolen slaves to rich Mexican ranchers. Call had been about to chase the boy off, for trespassing on ranger property, but Inish Scull liked Deets’s looks and kept him to do the stable work. He was made a cook one day when the Captain happened to taste a stew he had cooked up for some black families who were at work building homes for the legislators.

Famous Shoes didn’t reply, when Call mentioned eating. He seemed to live on coffee, rarely taking food with the rangers, though he was known to have a fondness for potatoes. Often he would slip two or three raw spuds in his pouch, before setting off on a scout. Raw potatoes and a little jerky seemed to be what he lived on.

Call knew that he ought to be hurrying after the troop, but he could not resist lingering for a moment with Famous Shoes, in hopes of learning a little bit about tracking and scouting. Famous Shoes didn’t look smart, yet he made his way across the llano as easily as Call would cross a street. Captain Scull was particular about scouts, as he was about everything. He didn’t trust anybody—not even his wife, by some reports—yet he allowed Famous Shoes to wander for days at a stretch, even when they were in hostile territory. Call himself knew little about the Kickapoo tribe—they were supposed to be enemies of the Comanches, but what if they weren’t? What if, instead of helping them find the Indians, Famous Shoes was really helping the Indians find them?

Call thought he would try one more query, just to see if Famous Shoes could be persuaded to answer the question he was asked.

“I thought there was plentiful antelope, up here on the plains,” he said. “I’ve et antelope and it’s a sight tastier than horsemeat. But we ain’t seen an antelope this whole trip. Where’d they all go?”

“You had better just fill your belly with that fresh horsemeat,” Famous Shoes said, with an amused look. “The antelope are over by the Purgatory River right now. There is good sweet grass along the Purgatory River this year.”

“I don’t know why this grass wouldn’t be sweet enough for them,” Call said. “I know it’s icy right now, but this ice will melt in a day or two.”

Famous Shoes was amused by the young ranger’s insistence. It was not the young man’s place to question the antelope. Antelope were free to seek the grass they preferred—they did not have to live by the Palo Duro, where the grass was known to be bitter, just because some Texans liked antelope meat better than horsemeat. It was typical of the whites, though. Seventeen horses were dead and there was plenty of tasty meat left on their carcasses. Those horses would never eat grass again, sweet or bitter; only the three stallions Kicking Wolf had kept would know the flavor of grass again. Yet, here was this young man, Call, expecting to find antelope standing around waiting to be shot. Only buffalo were peculiar enough to stand around waiting to be shot by the white men, which was why the numbers of buffalo were declining. There were plenty of antelope, though—they lived wherever the grass was sweetest, along the Purgatory or the Canadian or the Washita or the Rio Pecos.

“I don’t think we will see any antelope today,” Famous Shoes said—and then he left. The rangers had galloped away to the west, but Famous Shoes turned north. It vexed Call a little. The man was their scout, yet he never seemed to travel in the same direction as the troop.

“I’d be curious to know where you’re heading,” he asked, trotting after the scout, in a polite tone. After all, the man hadn’t really done anything wrong—he just did things that seemed peculiar.

Famous Shoes had been moving in a light trot when Call followed him and asked him the question. He looked up at Call, but he didn’t slow his motion.

“I’m going to see my grandmother,” he said. “She lives up on the Washita with one of my sisters. I guess they are still there, if they haven’t moved.”

“I see,” Call said. He felt foolish for having asked.

“My grandmother is old,” Famous Shoes said. “She may want to tell me a few more stories before she dies.”

“Well, then, that’s fine,” Call said, but Famous Shoes didn’t hear him. He had begun to sing a little song, as he trotted north. Famous Shoes’ voice was soft, and the wind still keened. Call heard only a snatch or two of the song, before Famous Shoes was so far away that the song was lost in the wind.

A little perplexed, feeling that he might somehow have been out of order, Call turned his horse and began to lope west, after the troop. The tracks of Hector, the Buffalo Horse, were as easy to follow as a road. He wondered, as he loped over the cold plains, what made Indians so much like women. The way Famous Shoes made him feel, when he asked a question, was not unlike how Clara Forsythe made him feel, when he ventured into her store. With both the Indian and the women he was always left with the feeling that, without meaning to, he had made some kind of mistake.

Before he could worry the matter much more he saw a horseman approaching, back along the trail Hector had made. For a moment, he was fearful enough to heft his rifle—out on the plains, a Comanche could pop out at you at any time. Maybe one had got between him and the troop and was planning to cut him off.

Then, a moment later, he saw that it was only Gus, coming hell for leather back along the sleety trail.

“Why’d you lag, Woodrow? We thought you’d been ambushed,” Gus said, a little out of breath from his rapid ride.

“Why no, I was just talking to Famous Shoes,” Call said. “You didn’t need to lather your horse.”

“We heard that whooping last night—you could have been ambushed,” Augustus reminded him.

“I ain’t ambushed, let’s go,” Call said. “The boys will eat all the breakfast if we don’t hurry.”

Augustus was annoyed. His friend could at least have thanked him—after all, he had put his own life at risk, coming back alone to look for him.

But then, the fact was, Woodrow Call just wasn’t the thanking kind.

4.

THE MORNING Inez Scull first called Jake Spoon into her bedroom, she was sitting on a blue velvet stool. The bedroom was in the Sculls’ fine brick mansion on Shoal Creek, the first brick house in Austin, the rangers had been told. Jake had only been with the rangers three months at the time, working mainly as a kind of orderly for Captain Scull. His chief task was to groom Hector, and get him saddled when the Captain required him. Now and again Captain Scull would dispatch Jake to run an errand for Madame Scull—“Madame Scull” was how she preferred to be addressed. Usually the errand would consist of picking up packages for her at one of the more prominent stores. Jake had come to Texas with a group of ragged settlers from Kansas; he had never seen such buying as the Sculls routinely indulged in. The Captain was always ordering new guns, or saddlery, or hats or gloves or spyglasses. The big dining room table in the Scull mansion was always littered with catalogues of all descriptions—catalogues of combs or dresses or other frippery for Madame Scull, or knives or fine shotguns or microscopes or other gadgets for the Captain. The house even boasted a barometer, a thing Jake had never heard of, and also a brass ship’s clock at the head of the stairs, a clock that sounded bells every hour and half hour.

Jake had never been, or expected to be, in a fine lady’s bedroom when the kitchen girl, Felice, a young high yellow girl he had taken a bit of a fancy to, came outside and told him that the lady of the house wanted to see him upstairs. Jake was a little nervous, as he went up the stairs. Madame Scull and the Captain were often out of temper with one another, and were not quiet in their expressions of rage or discontent. More than once, according to Felice, the Captain had taken a bullwhip to his lady, and, more than once, she had taken the same bullwhip to him—not to mention quirts, buggy whips, or anything else that lay to hand. At other times, they screamed wild curses at one another and fought with their fists, like two men. Some of the Mexican servants were so alarmed by the goings-on that they thought the devil lived in the house—a few of them fled in the night and didn’t stop until they were across the Rio Grande, more than two hundred and fifty miles away.

Still, both the Captain and Madame Scull had been very nice to Jake. Madame Scull had even, one day, complimented him on his curly hair.

“Why, Jake, those curls will soon be winning you many female hearts,” she said to him one morning, when he was carrying out a package she wanted sent off.

The men, Augustus McCrae particularly, scoffed at Jake for accepting soft work at the Captain’s house, when he should have been out riding on Indian patrols. But Jake had no fondness for horses, and, besides, had a mighty fear of scalping. He was but seventeen, and considered that he had time enough to learn about Indian fighting. If, as some predicted, the Indians were whipped forever, before he got to fight them, it would not be a loss that grieved him much. There would always be Mexican bandits to engage the rangers—Jake supposed he could get all the fighting he wanted along the border, and soon enough.

When Madame Scull called him upstairs he supposed it was just to carry out another package; the worst it was likely to entail was hanging a drape—Madame Scull was always getting rid of drapes and replacing them with other drapes. She was always shifting the furniture too, much to Captain Scull’s vexation. Once he had come home from a dusty scout and started to plop down in his favorite chair, with one of the scientific books he loved to pore over, only to discover that his favorite chair was no longer in its spot.

“Goddamnit, Inez, where’s my armchair?” he asked. Jake, flirting with Felice, had happened to be in earshot when the outburst came.

“That smelly thing, I gave it to the nigras,” Mrs. Scull remarked coolly.

“Why, you hairy slut, go get it back right now!” the Captain yelled—the comment startled Jake considerably and put Felice in such a fright that she lost all interest in courting.

“I’ve never liked that chair, and I’ll decide what furniture stays in my house, I reckon,” Madame Scull said. “If you like that chair so much, go live with the nigras—I, for one, shan’t miss your damn tobacco stains.”

“I want my chair and I’ll have it!” the Captain declaimed; but at that point Jake ran out of the kitchen and hunted up a task to do in the stables. He had never expected to hear a captain in the Texas Rangers call his wife a slut, much less a hairy slut. Behind him, as he hurried off the porch, he heard the argument raging, and a crash of china. He feared the Sculls might be approaching the bullwhip stage, and didn’t want to be anywhere around.

The morning he got called into the bedroom he had to make the same dash again, only faster. When he came into the bedroom, Mrs. Scull beckoned him over to the blue velvet stool where she sat. She was red in the face.

“Ma’am, is it the drapes again?” Jake asked, thinking she might have got a little too much sun through the long windows beside her bed.

“It ain’t the drapes, thank you, Jake,” Inez Scull said.

“My sweet boy,” she added. “I do so fancy dimpled boys with curly hair.”

“Mine’s always been curly, I guess,” Jake said, at a loss how to respond to the remark. Madame Scull still had the same, sun-flushed look on her face.

“Stand a little bit closer, so I can see your dimples better,” Inez Scull said.

Jake obediently placed himself within arm’s length of the stool, only to get, in the next moment, the shock of his life, when Madame Scull confidently reached out and began to unbutton his pants.

“Let’s see your young pizzle, Jakie,” she said.

“What, ma’am?” Jake said, too startled to move.

“Your pizzle—let’s have a look,” Madame Scull repeated. “I expect it’s a fine one.”

“What, ma’am?” Jake said again. Then a sense of peril came over him, and he turned and dashed out of the room. He didn’t quit dashing until he had reached the ranger stables. Once there, he squeezed into a horse stall and got his pants rebuttoned properly.

He spent the rest of the day and most of the next few days as far from the Scull mansion as he could get and still do his work. Jake didn’t know what to think about the incident—at times, he tried to persuade himself that he dreamed it. He desperately wanted to find someone to confide in, but the only person in the troop that he could trust with such dangerous information was Pea Eye Parker, a gangly, half-starved youth from the Arkansas flats who was not much older than himself. Pea Eye had come to Texas with his father to farm, only to have his father, a brother, and three sisters die within a year. Woodrow Call had happened to notice Pea Eye in an abandoned cornfield one day—the farmer had been burned out and his wife killed by Comanches. Pea Eye was sitting by a fence, eating the dried-out corn right off the cob.

“Ain’t that corn too dry to chew?” Call asked him. The young fellow looked to be seventeen or eighteen—he didn’t even have drinking water to wash the dry kernels down with.

“Mister, I’m too hungry to be picky,” Pea Eye said. He looked hollow in the eyes, from starvation and fatigue. Woodrow Call had seen something in the boy that he liked—he had let Pea Eye ride behind him, into Austin. Pea Eye soon proved to be adept at horse-shoeing, a task most rangers shunned. Augustus McCrae particularly shunned it, as he would shun cholera or indigestion. Pea Eye had wanted to ride out with the troop, of course, but Captain Scull had left him in town at first, considering him a little too green for the field. But when the time came to visit Fort Belknap, the Captain decided to leave Jake and take Pea Eye. It was the day before they were to leave that Madame Scull put her hand in Jake’s pants. Jake could not, with the troop’s departure at hand, bring himself to say anything about the incident to Pea Eye, fearing that, in his excitement, he might blab.

On the morning the troop was to leave, Jake half expected Captain Scull to walk up and kill him, but the Captain was as pleasant to him as ever. As the troop was preparing to mount, the Captain turned to him and informed him calmly that Madame Scull wanted him to be her equerry, while the troop was gone.

“Her what?” Jake asked—he had not heard the term before.

“Equerry, equus, equestrian, equestrienne,” Captain Scull said. “In other words, Inez wants you to be her horse.”

“What, sir?” Jake asked. Since he began to deal with the Sculls, he had come to question both his eyesight and his hearing: for the Sculls frequently said and did things he couldn’t understand or believe, even though he heard them said and saw them happen. In his old home in Kansas, nobody said or did such things—of that, Jake was sure.

“She’ll have her way, too, boy!” the Captain said, his temper mounting at the thought of his wife’s behavior. “She’ll ride you to a lather before I’m halfway to the Brazos, the wild hussy!”

“What, sir?” Jake asked, for the third time. He had no idea what the Captain was talking about, or why he supposed that Mrs. Scull wanted to ride him.

“Boy, are you a stutterer, or have you just got a brick for a brain?” the Captain asked, coming close and giving Jake a hard look.

“Inez wants to mount you, boy—ain’t that clear to you yet?” he went on. “Her father’s the richest man in the South. They’ve three hundred thousand acres of prime plantation land in Alabama, and a hundred thousand more in Cuba. ‘Inez’ ain’t her name, either—she just took that name because it matches mine. In Birmingham she’s just plain Dolly, but she was raised in Cuba and thinks she has a right to the passions of the tropics.”

He paused, and glared at the big brick house on the slope above the creek. Around him, the men were mounting their horses for the long ride to Fort Belknap. Inish Scull glared at his mansion, as if the house itself were responsible for the fact that his wife would not desist from unseemly passions.

“Lust is the doom of man—I’ve often forsworn it myself, but my resolve won’t hold,” the Captain said, stepping close to Jake. “You’re a young man, take my advice. Beware the hairy prospect. Do that and improve your vocabulary and you’ll yet make a fine citizen. Old Tom Rowlandson, now there was a man who understood lust. He knew about the hairy prospect, Tom Rowlandson did. I’ve a book of his pictures right up in my house. Take a peek in it, boy. It might help you escape Inez. Once you start tupping with slavering sluts like her, there’s no recovery: just look at me! I ought to be secretary of war, if not president, but I’m doing nothing better than chasing heathen red men on this goddamn dusty frontier, and all because of a lustful rich slut from Birmingham! Bible and sword!”

A few minutes later the troop rode away, planning to be gone for a month, at least. Jake felt regretful for a few
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