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The tall, raw-boned man lay in the tall brush and moved the blades of grass apart as he trained his binoculars on the scene down below. He had been studying the ranch yard for over an hour. There was a faint wisp of smoke from the chimney but no sound or movement anywhere. He was lying on the hard ground on his stomach, but with the patience he had learned from four years of war, he was able to ignore the discomfort.

He knew that moving too fast or making the wrong decision could cost him his life. Although the war was over, he was not sure what to expect from the quiet ranch nestled along the river below him. It was a serene setting that, although peaceful-looking, could turn deadly in an instant. 

He was familiar with every inch of the ground he surveyed. He had spent twenty-two years playing and working in the same yard he was studying. Just as he was lowering his glasses to change his position, he heard a noise. A door slammed and two children ran out into the yard. 

He put the glasses back up and centered on them. There was a girl and a boy, and the boy looked older, at least he was taller. As he watched them at play, he almost missed a movement on the porch. Swinging his glasses slightly, he saw that it was a woman, and a very pretty woman he noticed as he studied her closer. 

She was watching the children as well as surveying the area around, and then she looked directly at him. He could almost see her eyes on him and for a moment he was startled, and then he realized that she probably could not see him. He was on a small rise, looking down, well concealed by the tall grass and brush. 

He raised the glasses again and studied her more carefully. She was quite tall as he judged her against the height of the door and she had long red hair tied at the back of her head and dangling down the back of her neat white blouse. The blouse, tucked into a pair of woman's riding pants, showed a figure that was everything a woman's figure should be. 

He almost felt like he was intruding on her privacy by studying her so closely, but reminded himself that it was always best to study the lay of the land before making a move. She looked up his way one more time and then she called the children into the house. Had she seen him? He was sure she had not, but perhaps she saw the sun reflecting on his glasses. 

He lay for another hour or so watching the house and the yard, but mostly now the house. He has seen a figure appear at the front window twice during that time, and he was sure it was the woman. There appeared to be no men here at the time, but it was normal on a ranch that required working cowboys for them to be out riding the range, tending to the cattle, and doing other chores. 

He waited a while longer and when no one appeared, he decided it was time for him to make his move. He walked back to the horse that was busily grazing on some of the long grass behind the rise and put his glasses into the saddlebag. Almost automatically, he drew the pistol he wore on his right hip and spun the cylinder, checking the loads. He already knew it was loaded, but he was a man who left nothing to chance. 

It was thinking like that had gotten him through the war without a wound...that and a whole lot of luck, but now he was riding in a land that had no liking for anyone who served with the North. It was not a feeling that was new to him, as he had traveled through a lot of Reb territory getting this far. 

The war was over for him and for most of the soldiers from the north, and it was definitely over for all the Confederate soldiers, but he had stayed in the army for most of a year after the war and during that time he found that the animosity was still there among many of the people on both sides. 

He had gotten rid of most of his army clothes, but there were other ways that they could tell where he stood. When he rode away from the army, he put the war and all of its politics behind him, but not everyone felt that way, particularly people who sympathized with the South.

The house he was watching was where he had been born, and he knew every inch of that yard. He had played in it like the children he had just watched, and he worked the whole ranch up until he left for the war. 

Now he was about to ride in and claim his half of the ranch. He always had a twinge of regret and remorse that he had ridden away while his brother had stayed and worked it with his father.  He felt uneasy coming back now, remembering the day he had left. 

When he left, his father knew it was the best thing he could do at the time, not necessarily joining the army but getting away from the ranch before it drove a wedge between them. It was not because he did not like ranching, he just wanted to see more of the world than what he could see on the back of a horse following a bunch of mangy cattle. 

They did not have angry words because his father understood his feelings. His father, Colin O'Bannion, had the same feelings himself when he left Ireland years before with his young wife Colleen and his infant son Lochlin.

Colin was a hard man, a tough Irishman who backed water for no man. His decision to come to America was spurred on by his desire to own land. The English controlled the land in Ireland and he was not willing, as his father had been, to work the land for the English landowners. His parting with his father had been similar to that of Ryan's, so he understood what the boy was going through. 

He was not happy when his boy joined the army to go to war, but he was at least pleased to see he went to the side that was against slavery. He had watched his parents work for years in their own kind of slavery under the English, but these were feeling he kept to himself because there were reprisals by most of the people in Texas against anyone who sympathized with the Union. 

Texas had been an independent Republic that had recently freed itself from Mexican rule, and it was not long before the civil war that it joined the United States. Many people objected to that decision and with the forming of the Confederate States of America, it was natural that they would swing that way. 

Although Texas was far from the fighting, it had suffered from the effects of the war and that suffering was continuing now that the war had ended. Ranchers, farmers, and businesses were on the brink of collapse and many of them had already gone under. The blame for all this was laid at the doorstep of the Union, the United States of America, and anyone who had sided with them was not in good favor.

A letter from his brother had reached Ryan during his third year into the war, bringing a double dose of sadness. Both his father and mother were killed during a night raid on their ranch, but before his father died, they managed to inflict enough injury on the raiders that they pulled back in retreat. 

Now Ryan was back to claim the half of the ranch that his father had promised would be his someday. He told Ryan before he rode away that he was sure the day would come that he would return. At the time, he doubted his father's words, but now they rang true. He had seen enough killing to last him his lifetime and nothing else seemed as logical as settling down in the quiet lifestyle of a rancher, and now that day was here. 

His brother Lockie was four years older, and he was a natural for the job, just the opposite of Ryan. He loved it and could think of nothing that would be better. He never understood Ryan's wanderlust, and they had many heated arguments about it, now he must ride in and tell his brother that he was here to claim his half, and he was not sure how his brother would take the news. 

As he rode slowly into the yard and up to the front of the house, he was greeted by a big burly dog, whose tail gave a couple of small wags as if he was not sure whether he should bark or not. 

He knew this dog! It was ToSarre and he looked just the same as he had on the day he had left. He was about to call his name when the door burst open and the woman he had seen from the rise was standing on the porch, holding a rifle levelled at him.

"Who are you, and what do you want?"

Her voice was sharp and showed no signs of fear, and he started to swing his leg over the horse to get off when he heard the click of the hammer on her rifle. The sound brought a chill to his spine, and he settled back down on his saddle.

"I come to see Lockie O'Bannion, he's my brother!"

He shifted in the saddle and the rifle never wavered off his chest.

"You could be anyone for all I know, there's all kinds of people trying to get this ranch and you can just ride out and get in line, but there will be a lot of you dead before anyone sets a foot on here to stay!"

He could not help admiring her courage and the way she carried herself.

"Can't you see the family resemblance?"

He realized as he said it that he still had the full beard that he grew during the war.

"At least under this beard there is a resemblance. I would like to see my brother."

She took a step toward him, and being on the porch, she was almost at eye level with him. 

"If you want to see your brother, then see him on your way out, he laying over there under that tree with his parents."

She lowered the rifle and fired a shot into the ground in front of his horse. It happened so fast that the horse jumped back and almost threw him, and he spun around and started to ride out of the yard.

There at the base of the big oak tree were three graves, as she had said, and he stopped and dismounted in front of them. He looked up at the big tree that shaded the graves and part of the yard, remembering when his father had brought the tree home in the back of his wagon. There were very few big trees in this country and his mother always yearned for a big shade tree to rest under. He could not help but think that now she was resting forever under its large shady canopy.

He looked at his father's grave, the grave of a tough Irishman who would fight at the drop of a hat, but would not turn anyone away from his door. 

He had brought his wife and infant son to New York City where he only managed to get meager jobs in the Irish neighborhood. Outside of that neighborhood, they were treated no better than they were in Ireland by the British, so when he heard about the government wanting people to go to Texas with the offer of free land to homestead, he jumped at the offer.

There was free land for the taking and all they had to do was go and claim it. In Ireland, he was a farmer, but this land was different. It was vast and unending. In Ireland, people measured wealth by the amount of land owned, and the Texas land he claimed would have made him very rich in Ireland.

The few Mexican families that were already there were making use of the large expanse of prairie grass for raising cattle. The land seemed limitless, and although he knew nothing about ranching, his fighting Irish spirit helped him learn quickly.

The Edwards Plateau in central Texas was steadily filling up, mostly with European immigrants, many of them from Germany. Their reasons for coming were much like that of the Irish and other immigrants to this country...it was the availability of land. Several Germans had settled earlier in Texas and the letters they sent back home about the vast plains and fertile soil, describing it as a paradise, soon spread the word through the country.

Many German families had already moved to Pennsylvania, but this land of Texas was too good to pass up. They became business owners such as bakers, store owners, bankers, tailors, and more, but the majority of them quietly took up farming and ranching on their own land.  

They centralized much like many of the other nationalities who created pockets in the communities, like Chinatown or Little Italy. They had no interest in having slaves and were generally against the practice, so when talk of succession began, most of the ranchers and farmers in this area wanted nothing to do with it. 

The government granted them their land and under that government, they would retain all rights to their land, but there was no telling what a new government would do. This is where his father had brought his family and he too felt little sympathy for anyone who wanted to separate from a government that had provided him with his vast holdings. 

Ryan slowly turned and looked back to see the girl remained standing on the porch with the rifle still pointed in his direction. He was not worried that she would shoot him now, but she was watching his every move, so he decided that he had better regroup and try another approach to the situation. 

He did not know who this girl was, but he was not about to be shot trying to find out. Lockie had not mentioned a wife and he knew that the children were definitely not his, so who was she?

As she watched him, she could not help thinking she had seen something in his eyes that was familiar. Was it possible he was telling the truth? It was a fleeting thought and then she returned to her thinking that they would try anything to get her land and she watched as he stood by the graves.

She was thinking that he was good, carrying the act all the way to the graves. Then she continued to watch him disappear out of sight. She looked at the dog, standing there watching as well.

"What the matter with you ToSarre? Why didn't you warn me about him riding in?"

The big black dog just looked at her and went back to lie down. He had been guarding this ranch for the past ten years, ever since Colin brought him home. He had been a gift from the Comanche chief Ten Bears whose band roamed the country to the north of them. The raids on his cattle and horses by the marauding Comanche plagued their early years, and he knew if he were to make it here, they would have to be at peace with the Indians.

Earlier, a man in charge of the German immigration affairs had ridden to the Western Comanche and made a treaty that seemed to be working well, so he decided to try the same with the Southern Comanche.

He knew the Southern Comanche were led by a chief named Paruasemena, which translated into Ten Bears in English. He and his people fought fiercely to protect the land they had held for centuries and for the way of life they had before the white man came. They built their reputation by raiding other prairie tribes and tribes in Mexico, stealing horses and capturing people, mostly women and children. The practice of taking hostages helped to bolster the numbers of their tribe as, after a time, they were treated like any other Comanche and integrated into the tribe. 

This practice continued with the arrival of the white man, but they soon found that the white man was more vengeful and diligent in tracking down and recovering their captives. He was a warrior who developed a respect for the white man and his weapons and was quick to adopt the use of many of their tactics and weapons. 

Once mounted, the Comanche became one of the most formidable combat forces known to man; all other tribes feared and respected them, and they slowly gained the respect of the white man. 

There were peace talks going on between the government and the Comanche, but it was a slow process during which the Indians continued to raid the ranches for cattle and horses. They had stopped taking white women and children as captives since they found out that this was something the white man would not tolerate, but the raids were disruptive and costly for the ranchers.

Before the arrival of the white man, the northern plains were the home to many bands of Comanche who moved constantly around the vast plains following the buffalo herds, their main source of food.

Although it was easier to move about in smaller bands, with each band having its own chief and council, they were all of one main tribe and gathered on occasion at selected spots. Though they did not always agree with each other's tactics or behavior, they rarely fought among themselves.  

The white man brought something more deadly than guns with him when he reached the plains, they brought with them diseases such as smallpox and cholera and the Indians of the plains had no immunity to these diseases. 

By the time the O'Bannion family arrived in the country, the plains Indians were reduced drastically in numbers causing the survivors to regroup into only a few main bands. They remained just as fierce and protected their lands just as fervently as ever, but Ten Bears was a man of great insight who knew that the outcome for his people would not be good against the white man in an all-out war.

The Comanche were lovers of all animals and presenting an animal to a friend was a bond for life, so when Colin had ridden into their camp driving twenty head of cattle as a peace offering, they allowed him to live and tell his story. He was not sure if he would ride out again, but he had been determined not to leave without some kind of understanding between them.

He had told Ryan and Lockie the story many times about how he left the cattle at the edge of the village and rode directly into the camp surrounded by excited Comanche women and children. A group of the men were standing waiting in the center of the village and it was easy to pick out Ten Bears. He was tall and distinguished looking in a rugged sort of way and all the others seemed to look at him as if waiting for instructions as to what action to take.

He raised his right hand in a sign that Colin had learned was a sign of peace, or at least it was a sign that he was not going to be killed right away. He rode up, dismounted, and began to try to use what little sign language he knew. 

Ten Bears had learned a little English, but did not want any misunderstandings in the conversation, so he summoned one of the young men of the camp who spoke enough English to act as an interpreter. 

He had seen the cattle that Colin drove before him and assumed they were for some kind of trade. Colin listened and understood the story Ten Bears told him about the plight of his people since the killing of the buffalo herds by the white man began. They not only depended on the buffalo for food but for their hides as well, which they used for blankets, lodge material, and a multitude of other things. As the chief of his band, he felt it was a necessity for them to raid to the south to keep his people alive. 

Colin's answer to this problem was something that the Indians did not have
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