
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_f3fbade484099facea425c6149ccdb9a_AWvKN4_html_42f385ce.jpg]







Between a rock and a hard
place … that’s where Texas Ranger Josh Sands finds himself when he
joins an expedition from Austin, Texas, to New Mexico, with a crew
bent on wooing Santa Fé from the Mexicans—peacefully.

The trouble is, the Mexicans
have their own idea about how to greet this brave but inexperienced
band who endured hardship and danger in hostile Indian territory:
Ambush and imprisonment!

Now it's up to Sands to take
command.

In the dead of night he and
several companions overcome their guards, steal guns and horses,
and light out for Texas. But the hardships they meet on the way to
Santa Fé will double on the way back. Sands will need every trick
of survival he knows to overcome the forces of nature—let alone the
blood lusting Apaches waiting to make his death a cause for
celebration ...
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This one’s for:

Temple and Janet Ingram for the hospitality,
the conversation, the river tour, the wild persimmons— and, of
course, the prickly pear apples!

And Janette Marks and Lana Proctor, who
picked the stickers out of my fingers without laughing—too
hard.


Chapter One

A fist, a rugged mountain range
of sun-weathered meat capped by angry glowing white knuckles,
hurled directly toward Josh Sands’ nose. The ten shots of raw tequila misting
the young Texian’s brain did little to dull his instinctive
reaction. The hammer of flesh poked a hole in empty air rather than
crushing bone when Sands artfully bobbed his head to the right—and
completely missed the second fist that buried itself in his
belly!

Ouhhufft!

The sound of air driven from
lungs resonated in Sands’ head before being drowned in a breaking wave of
nausea that doubled his six-foot frame. All this occurred an
instant before a boulder-hard knee slammed into his
face.

Sands’ neck snapped back, followed by the
rest of his body. A storm of shooting stars and fire-tailed comets
swirled before his eyes in a dizzying maelstrom. He sensed rather
than saw himself stumble backwards through the swinging doors of
the Longhorn Saloon and into the warmth of a San Antonio June
night.

Swaying drunkenly, he struggled to regain
lost balance: a wasted effort. His knees and ankles went liquid; he
collapsed on his backside with a solid thud and an undignified
groan.

“We make one hell of a
team, Little Brother!” a jubilant male voice boomed above the
squeak of the saloon’s doors.

“Good enough, Big Brother,”
a second voice, barely distinguishable from the first, answered a
moment before a chorus of pleased laughter rolled out from the
Longhorn.

Sands wiped a hand over his face and
managed to clear the swarm of stars blurring his vision just in
time to see two mountains in human disguise push through the
swinging doors. Each standing six feet, the Tuojacques Twins
equaled Sands’ height. The trouble was, both brothers outweighed
the lanky Texian by forty pounds—all of it muscle!

Under ordinary circumstances—“ordinary”
being characterized by an absence of potent liquor to confuse
matters— the two brothers were good-natured men any Texian would be
proud to call neighbors. While admittedly a bit slow-witted, (no
one would ever accuse the twins of being college or even grammar
school educated), the Tuojacques were likable and friendly—unless
riled.

And Sands had mistakenly riled the pair
while they shared a bottle of tequila!

Tangling with these recent immigrants from
Louisiana wasn’t Sands’ idea of a good way to spend a Saturday
night. Going fang and claw with a cougar would be far more
relaxing. He winced. Now that he had somehow gotten himself into
this mess, there was only one way out.

Every muscle in his body aching in protest,
Sands got to his feet. In a less than steady stance he stood, fists
clenched and ready to meet the brothers’ onslaught.

“He’s still standing, Little
Brother?” This from an amazed Arnaud Tuojacques, who having
preceded his sibling into the world by five minutes had earned the
privilege of being called Big Brother. It was Arnaud’s right to the
nose that Sands had so artfully dodged.

“Seems you’re right, Big
Brother. Only one way to remedy that, I’d say,” replied “little”
Maspero Tuojacques, with whose fist and knee Sands had already made
acquaintance.

The twins stepped down the saloon’s wooden
steps and into the sandy street.

“Boys, I don’t think I’d
take another step if I were you,” came a familiar, soft-spoken,
tenor voice from behind Sands. The click of a cocking Colt
punctuated the unfaltering words.

Sands heaved a sigh of relief. A glance over
a shoulder revealed the smiling face of his friend Texas Ranger
Captain John Coffee Hays. Dressed in a formal black suit with black
tie adorning white ruffled shirt, Jack Hays sat in a buggy holding
the reins to the rig’s single horse in his left hand. Light from
the Longhorn reflected along the blue barrel of the six-shot
revolving Colt he held in his right.

“Aw, Cap’n Jack, we weren’t doing
no harm. You ain’t got no call to be interfering,” Arnaud
Tuojacques whined. He sounded like an overgrown child who had lost
his favorite playthings.

“Yeah, we were just having a
little fun. No harm in that,” Maspero added, imitating his
brother’s tone. “’Sides, it’s a fair fight. Big Brother and I ain’t
totin’ pistols or knives.”

The mountainous twins held their arms out
from their bodies to reveal that no weapons hung from the wide
belts about their waists.

“It’s a fair fight, Cap’n Jack,”
Arnaud repeated. “Neither of us mind that Josh is still packing his
Colt. He ain’t gonna use it against unarmed men.”

“True enough about Josh,” Jack
Hays answered with a nod. “But I don’t take kindly to having my men
ganged up on. I wouldn’t call two against one a fair fight, would
you?”

“Thanks,” Sands whispered
to his friend. He released another sigh. Jack was going to get him
out of this mess without risk of further bruises, lost teeth, or
cracked ribs.

Expressions of boyish perplexity washed over
the brothers’ faces. They shrugged sheepishly and stared at the
ground.

“Guess you’re right, Cap’n Jack.
Ain’t fair Josh having to go up against both of us,” Arnaud
said.

“Ain’t fair any one man
having to go it alone against either of them,” Sands said under his
breath.

“What say he takes us on
one at a time?” This from Maspero with the glee of a child who had
just found those lost toys.

“One at a time? Mmmm?” Jack
mused aloud.

The tone of the ranger captain’s voice
jerked Sands’ head around. “Jack, you aren’t seriously
considering—”

“You’re right, Maspero. One
on one sounds fair to me,” Jack said before Sands could finish his
sentence. Hays looked at his friend. “Josh, make your
choice.”

“Jack ...” Sands’ voice trailed
off. The set of Jack’s chin and the earnest tone of his voice told
Sands that his friend expected him to finish the fight he had
begun.

“Pick one,” Jack urged when Sands
glanced back at the two brothers. “Arnaud or Maspero? Who will be
first?”

“Well ...” Sands stepped up
to the Tuojacques Twins. He rubbed his chin and circled the
barrel-chested brothers, scrutinizing them as a man might study a
pair of matched draft horses he intended to purchase.

All this was strictly for show, a
deliberate delay to gain time while his mind raced. To face either
of the twins—let alone both of them, one after the other—in a
straight fists-to-cuffs fight would be akin to suicide. Clearly, he
had to do something. And if he intended to come out of this in one
piece rather than as ground meat, whatever he did would have to be
quick and dirty.

“I think I’ll take on …” Sands
faced the pair again. Quick and dirty. He stepped directly before Little Brother,
“… Maspero.”

As the name hissed over drawn lips, Sands’
right foot lashed out. The rounded toe of his boot buried itself in
the younger Tuojacques’ groin.

Maspero yowled like a man whose personal
pride had been ably assaulted. He doubled over, clutching himself
in agony.

Sands didn’t wait for the twin’s aching to
subside. Instead, he repaid Maspero for the knee in the face he had
received earlier. Little Brother grunt-groaned and dropped to the
dirt.

“Cap’n Jack, you said fair
fight!” Arnaud bellowed.

“One on one ...” Jack Hays
began.

Assured that Maspero wouldn’t be
scrambling to his feet in the next few minutes, Sands pivoted.
While Arnaud was still staring at Jack, Sands connected a
hard-swung right with the older brother’s chin, then parlayed a
left atop that.

Like a hammer-stunned ox, Arnaud’s eyes
rolled up in his head. He took one step toward the young Texian
before his knees folded, and he dropped face down in the
street.

“…
is what was
decided,” Jack completed his sentence.

With a final glance at the felled twins,
Sands dug two fingers into a pocket of his buckskin shirt, withdrew
a five-dollar gold piece, and tossed it to the crowd of men staring
out from the Longhorn’s doors. “That should cover the drinks and a
room for these two for the night.”

He turned, scooped his wide-brimmed hat from
the ground, then jumped into the buggy beside Jack. “Wherever
you’re going, I’m going. I’d just as soon not be around here when
they wake.”

“I wouldn’t want to be
around those two for a month or five if I were in your shoes,” Jack
said with a grin while he uncocked his revolver and placed it on
the seat beside him. He clucked the buggy’s bay forward. “What was
all that about anyway?”

“We were just having a
friendly drink when ...” Sands hesitated and then shrugged. “I
don’t know. I can’t remember what put the burr under their
saddles.”

“Don’t know?” Jack’s right
eyebrow shot up an inch. “What kind of reason is that for brawling
like a common barroom drunk?”

“I wasn’t brawling. I was
trying to get myself out of a brawl!” Sands glared at the ranger
captain. “A lot of good you were! What kind of friend arranges for
a man to be massacred by the Tuojacques Twins? ‘One on one sounds
fair to me’—what kind of help is that?”

Jack chuckled. “What are you complaining
about? You handled yourself proud. You didn’t need me to do
anything except even up the odds a mite.”

“With thinking like that,
it could be me lying back there in the street.” Sands grunted with
disgust and shook his head.

“The Tuojacques Twins, the
trapper from down south, and that muleskinner out of Corpus
Christi—three fights in two weeks. What’s got into you, Josh?”
Jack’s eyebrow remained arched.

Sands ignored the question. What could Jack
do to relieve the gnawing in his gut? A captain, especially one in
his early twenties like John Coffee Hay, had little influence over
the Republic of Texas’ congress in Austin. What Sands wanted was a
return to full-time duty with the rangers instead of the sporadic
service he had seen the past few months.

Full duty for Josh Sands or the majority
of rangers who had been released because of budget cuts wasn’t
waiting around the corner. Texas was an infant country engaged in a
struggle to keep its financial head above the water. Its coffers
were empty. Money for ranging companies to patrol the frontier was
nonexistent. Even the republic’s standing army had recently been
reduced to a few token officers and soldiers.

Sands edged back in the seat to peruse
Hays’s formal attire. “Where you heading all duded up like some
Mississippi riverboat gambler?”

“Coming from.” Jack smiled,
glancing down at his black suit. “The governor threw a dinner for
some Houston merchants tonight.”

Sands’ steel-blue eyes narrowed. “And you
were there to reassure them that the Comanches were under control
and their precious dry goods wouldn’t be stolen on the way to San
Antonio.”

“That’s what the governor brought
me there to do,” Jack answered as he drew the buggy to a halt
before a low-slung limestone building that stood on the western
edge of town. “What I did was try to explain the need for more men to patrol this
region. They listened politely and nodded when appropriate, but I’m
not sure I did any good. The Gulf of Mexico is a long way to the
east. It’s hard for people living on the coast to understand what
it’s like out here—living with the fear that each night will bring
a Comanche raiding party down on your home and family.”

“Or the Mexican army,”
Sands added. Mexico had not yet recognized Texas as an independent
nation and still ached to have the land north of the Rio Grande
River back under her control.

“I only mentioned the
Comanches.” Jack stepped from the buggy and tied its horse to a
hitching post. “Thought it would be easier to keep matters simple.”
He paused and glanced around. “You got a few minutes to come inside
and talk?”

“All night.” Sands grinned and
ran a hand through his sandy brown hair before settling his hat
atop his head. “I think it’s a mite too warm to be heading back into town
tonight.”

“Good, there’s something I
want to show you.” Jack waved him inside the old building that had
once been the bunkhouse of an early Mexican hacienda and now served
as San Antonio’s ranger garrison.

The garrison’s sole occupant sat bent over a
table near the door. The quill in the man’s hand paused in its
scratching, and Sam Walker looked up to nod at the two
newcomers.

“How’s it coming along,
Sam?” Jack studied the sketches that had so thoroughly occupied the
young ranger’s attention.

“Just about got all our
ideas down on paper, Captain,” he answered, holding out the
sketches to Hays.

Sands peered over Jack’s shoulder. The
pieces of paper contained line drawings of a revolver the likes of
which Sands had never before seen. An appreciative whistle escaped
his lips. “That’s one fine-looking pistol. This what you wanted to
show me?”

“No.” Jack shook his head.
“Sam and I have been discussing some improvements on our
six-shooters. He’s been putting our ideas down on paper. Once we
get everything worked out, I’m thinking of sending him to New
Jersey to talk to Mr. Colt himself about making these
changes.”

The drawings showed a revolver with a fully
exposed guarded trigger unlike the Colt Texas trigger that
disappeared into the body of the pistol each time the weapon was
fired.

“What caliber you
proposing?” Sands asked.

“Not certain yet,” Jack answered.
“Take a look at this. The pistol will break open here. Only the
cylinder is removable. That’s Sam’s idea. A man could carry an
extra cylinder loaded and ready in a pocket. All he’d have to do to
reload is pull out the empty cylinder and slip in the loaded one.
Almost be like carrying two pistols.”

Sands smiled inwardly as he accepted the
piece of paper Jack handed him. It wasn’t so long ago that Jack had
introduced the multiple-shot Colt to the rangers, and the frontier.
The proposed pistol certainly seemed more suitable than the Colts
now commonly used by ranging companies. The Texas model had to be
broken down into three separate parts for reloading. Not to mention
the fact that the ill-balanced revolver offered only a .34-caliber
punch.

“Back here,
Josh.”

Jack had taken a candle from Sam Walker’s
table and moved into a converted tack room at the back of the
garrison, which he used for an office. Returning the drawing to
Walker, Sands joined his friend.

“How are things going with
Ben and you at the ranch?” Jack asked when Sands took a seat beside
the table that served as the ranger captain’s desk.

“We’re staying alive from
the stud fees Ben’s stallion is bringing in,” Sands answered, not
wishing to talk about the Running WS. “Not much else to
say.”

Caught in his on-again-off-again status with
the rangers, Sands had entered the horse breeding business with his
friend Benjamin Franklin Webb, a former slave who was now
determined to make his own way in the world. The object of the
venture was eventually to produce a new, hardy mount for the
frontier by cross-breeding thoroughbreds with mustangs. The first
foals weren’t due on the Running WS for another three months. Two
additional years would pass before those foals matured and could
prove themselves.

While the ranch provided a good life by
any man’s standards, it was the Running WS that gnawed at Sands’
gut. The routine of ranch life was simply too staid for a man who’d
been riding on ranger patrols since he was fifteen years
old.

“Not much else to say,”
Jack repeated his friend’s words. “I was afraid of that—have been
since you and Ben became partners.”

“What?” Sands eyed the
Tennessee-born captain. “You’re bored, Josh. Plain and simple
bored. A man doesn’t keep getting himself in saloon fights unless
something’s eating at him. And what’s chewing you up is being tied
down to that ranch.”

Jack was right, but Sands was not about to
admit it aloud. “I’m not tied down. My arrangement with Ben is
strictly financial. Our understanding was that I’d supply the rest
of the money Ben needed to buy the ranch, and he would run it
without my help.”

“Then I suggest you remind
Ben of that. Otherwise you’re bound to get yourself killed in one
of your barroom brawls. You almost bit off more than you could chew
with the Tuojacques Twins tonight.” Jack leaned back in his chair
and pursed his lips.

“Beans,” Sands said
abruptly.

Jack frowned. “Beans?”

“Yeah. I just remembered what
Arnaud and Maspero and I were tangling about.” Sands grinned
sheepishly. “We were arguing whether Louisiana red beans and rice
or Texas pinto beans and cornbread were the best eating. The twins
felt my favoring pinto beans was unreasonable and decided to knock
some sense into my head.”

Jack rolled his eyes in disgust. “Which only
proves my point. You’ve got to get away from the ranch.”

“Any suggestions as to what
I’m going to do instead? I haven’t heard anything about you
hiring.”

“Take a look at this.” Jack
opened the table’s single drawer, withdrew a folded newspaper, and
passed it to Sands. “I was cleaning out the place when I came
across this article. Thought it might interest you.”

Sands straightened the copy of
the Austin City Gazette. His brow furrowed when he saw that the paper had
been opened to the editorial page. Dubiously he scanned the print
and then looked at Jack. “Nothing but a lot of hot air about the
coming elections here. Sorry, Jack, but I wasn’t planning to run
for office.”

“You jackass! Look there in
the upper right-hand corner.” Jack jabbed a fingertip at the page.
“There’s a notice signed by William G. Cooke.”

Sands read the notice, his eyes picking
out the key phrases:

 


to organize a military force
for the purpose of opening commercial intercourse with the people
of Santa Fe; for which purpose troops are necessary to escort the
merchandise through the Comanche wilderness ... All who arm, mount,
and equip themselves will receive the pay of mounted gunmen ... Ten
large road-wagons will be furnished by the government to the
merchants …
this expedition will furnish an ample field for adventure ... I am
authorized to announce the names of Edward Burleson, Jose Antonio
Navarro, G. Van Ness, and myself to represent our government with
the people of Santa Fé.

 


“The Santa Fé Expedition?” Sands’ frown
deepened. The whole republic had been abuzz with speculation about
the journey when it received presidential authorization in April.
But that had been months ago. He glanced at the top of the
newspaper. “April twenty-eighth! Jack, this is nearly two months
old! What good is it to me?”

“They haven’t left yet,”
Jack said. “They’ll still be looking for men.”

“But a ‘military
force’?”
Sands shook his head. “It sounds like they intend invading New
Mexico.”

“It says the purpose of the
expedition is to establish commercial trade with Santa Fé, not to
invade Mexican territory,” Jack answered. “The United States is
presently trading with Santa F€ and making a pretty dollar at it. All Texas is trying to do
is provide a shorter commercial route. God knows the republic could
use the revenue if the venture’s successful.”

Sands nodded. When Jack put it in those
terms, it made sense. After all, Cooke’s notice said that a
military force was needed to protect merchants from the Comanches
between Austin and Santa Fé and not to confront the Mexican
army.

Santa Fé. The town’s name rolled around in Sands’
mind. It had a certain exotic ring to it—the sound of faraway,
unknown places filled with dark-eyed senoritas.

He smiled. Faraway was right! He wasn’t
certain exactly where Santa Fé was, just that it was someplace west
in New Mexico.

“What do you think?” Jack asked.
“If it weren’t for my duties here, I’d be tempted to give it a go
myself. Understand Matthew Caldwell’s already signed up. Taking his
twelve-year-old son Curtis along with him.”

“Caldwell?” Sands’ eyes widened.

Sands well knew the forty-three-year-old
ranger captain, having served under him in the past. He was
surprised to learn the man had left his home in Gonzales to join
the expedition.

“Well?” Jack
pressed.

“Don’t know. Really hadn’t
considered it until now. Not certain how Ben would take to me up
and riding out on him all sudden like,” Sands answered.

Jack shrugged. “That’s all I had to show
you. Now it’s getting late and I want to get home and catch a
little shut-eye. I’ll leave you with your considering.”

Sands nodded as his friend got up from the
table-desk and left the ranger garrison. The young Texian’s
attention returned to Cooke’s notice in the Austin newspaper. His
gaze roved over the article, again and again returning to one
phrase: “this expedition will furnish an ample field for adventure
…”

Sands leaned back in the chair and stared at
the ceiling. Mentally he tallied the pros and cons. In the end, the
thought of riding back to the Running WS that night was the most
weighty factor in his decision; it was a ride he had no desire at
all to make.

An hour after Jack Hays had left, Sands
walked into the garrison’s main room and borrowed two sheets of
paper from Sam Walker. On the first sheet he wrote a quick note to
Ben Webb explaining his plans. The second sheet was addressed to
Jack Hays and read:

 


Jack, give Ben my letter next time you see
him.

Gone to Santa Fé. —Josh
Sands.

 


Sands placed the two pieces of paper atop
Jack’s desk before leaving the ranger garrison. Then he walked back
into town to retrieve his mount, which was still tied in front of
the Longhorn Saloon, and rode northward toward Austin.


Chapter Two

Austin stood on its head and turned
flip-flopping somersaults simultaneously. A sense of urgency
gripped the two-year-old Texas Hill Country community. No man,
woman, or child of the town’s five hundred residents went untouched
by the hectic pace that swept through Austin’s streets.

The name of this demanding madness—Santa
Fé fever!

Nor did Josh Sands go unscathed. A week ago
he’d ridden into the town and immediately been caught up by the
urgent, vital pulse of the place.

In the seven weeks since William
G. Cooke’s notice had appeared in the City Gazette, Austin had been transformed into
the new heart of the Texas frontier. Daily, men rode into the
nation’s capital from all the settled portions of the republic.
Astride blue-blooded thoroughbreds, range ponies, and mules they
came. Wagons laden with supplies and trade goods for the expedition
rattled down the dusty streets to send citizens scurrying from the
paths of draft animals hastened by the crack of their drivers’ bull
whips.

One week was not enough time for Sands’
mind to accept the changes that had turned the town on its ears. He
had lived in this part of Central Texas until his family’s supply
store was burned in the Comanche raid that killed his parents. He
had watched the small community grow gradually, sleepily. Even when
it was chosen as the seat of the republic’s government, the
townsfolk had accepted the honor with little fanfare.

The Santa Fé Expedition put an end to the
community’s matter-of-fact complacency, however.

Tonight, on the eve of June 20th, Santa Fé
fever reached a fiery pitch. Tomorrow morning, nearly a month past
its original departure date, the expedition would finally get
underway. This night, however, Austin’s residents had left the
comfort of their homes and converged fifteen miles north of the
town along the banks of Bushy Creek where the expedition’s main
camp lay.

The town's citizenry as well as
all the men from Camp Cook, Camp Bell, and the Walnut Creek Camp, Sands thought, recognizing more than a
few familiar faces mingled in the bustling crowd at Bushy Creek. He
tried to put names to those faces, but couldn’t. It would be weeks
before he could call half the men in the expedition by name. Three
hundred and twenty Texians had answered Cooke’s call for
volunteers.

Men? Boys are
more— He
caught himself in mid-thought. The unexpected streak of cynicism
that surfaced surprised him, and he chuckled to himself.
Must be getting
old!

Still the majority of men who had joined the
expedition seemed to be in their late teens, and many looked no
more than fifteen. Sands smiled. They weren’t that much younger
than his own twenty-three years. And they were all Texians.

On the frontier, manhood had nothing to do
with the number of birthdays a male had seen. A Texian was judged
by his ability to handle himself and shoulder his share of the
workload. The constant Comanche raids, the very real threat of war
with Mexico, and the harsh, unforgiving land were realities of
Texas life that often turned boys into men while still in their
early teens; others aged and went to their deathbeds still
boys.

Sands’ own manhood had been fought for and
won at the ripe old age of fifteen when he joined the rangers. Even
with the tutelage of the crusty old ranger Billy Byrd, who had
taken Sands under wing after his parents were killed, a ranging
company was no place for a boy. Boys might ride out on patrol, but
they returned as men—or they didn’t return at all.

A flash of yellow drew Sands’ attention to
the left. Huddled about a small campfire, ten of the young men who
would travel west to Santa Fé had corralled three awestruck local
beauties. The ten, taking full advantage of the young ladies’
obvious admiration, inflated their chests like barnyard roosters
while boasting shamelessly about the dangers they would face—and
overcome on the treacherous trail.

Each approving nod and every startled
feminine gasp extended the buckskin-clad adventurers’ chests an
additional inch. At the same time the dramatic pace of the youths’
voices doubled, and the magnitude of their roles in this courageous
undertaking into the Texas wilds tripled.

Sands’ smile widened. In part, his amusement
stemmed from the exaggerations that grew more outrageous with each
breath the ten took. And in part, it came from
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