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About J.T. Edson

The Series ... So Far


Morton Lewis was part Indian … which meant
that the only way the land-grabbers could take his ranch from him
was to kill him … and the killing had to seem to be legal …

But Mort’s grandfather was a Comanche war
chief, and if a Comanche brave should be killed, those savage
warriors would ride to avenge him and in so doing trigger off an
uprising that could ravage the State of Texas …

Two young men rode to avert the trouble. One
was the Rio Hondo gun wizard, Dusty Fog. The other was, like Mort,
part Comanche. Mostly he was known as the Ysabel Kid. But there
were some who called him a White Indian …


 For Brigadier
J.R. Spurry, C.B.E., M.R.C.V.S., R.A. V.C.,

without whose kind acceptance of my story
once in Kenya,

justice would have been
done—and so would I!


 


 


Author’s Note

Although a version of the
events recorded herein appeared as: ‘Part One, The Half-breed’, THE
HALF-BREED, we did not at the time of that publication have access to
all the facts. These have now been made available to us by Alvin
Dustin ‘Cap’ Fog, along with permission to reproduce them.

We realize that, in our
present ‘permissive’ society, we could use the actual profanities employed by
various people who appear in this volume. However, we do not
concede a spurious desire to create ‘realism’ is a valid reason to do so.

As we do not
pander to
the current ‘trendy’ employment of the metric system, unless we are referring to
the calibers appropriate to various weapons - i.e., Luger 9mm - we
will continue to use miles, yards, feet, inches, pounds and ounces
when referring to measurements and weights.

Lastly, to save our
‘old hands’ from repetition and for the benefit of new
readers, we are giving details of the family backgrounds and
careers of Captain Dustine Edward Marsden ‘Dusty’ Fog and the Ysabel Kid, also such special terms or
references to specific events about which we are most frequently
questioned, in the form of Appendices.

J. T. Edson


 


 


One

Drop Him Plumb in
His Tracks

‘Hold hard!’ Morton Lewis commanded,
sotto
voce,
gesturing with his left hand to his two companions so as to cause
them and his big dog to come to a halt. ‘Either you’ve lived right
all your life, Jimmy, or Ka-Dih’s looking real favorable on us. We’ve found him and better
placed than I’d dare’ve hoped. Ease forward, quiet as you’ve done
up to now, so’s you can take a look.’

‘He’s magnificent!’ Geraldine Thatcher enthused, in no louder
a tone, and before her slightly older brother could speak, she
advanced through the bushes they were traversing until she was able
to gaze in the direction indicated by their guide. Her well
educated New England accent became redolent of compassion as she
went on, ‘It seems such a shame to kill him.’

‘There’s no shame to it, seeing he’s been
stalked fair and on foot,’ Mort corrected, his voice having the
lazy drawl of a native born Texan; albeit one from a lower strata
of society than the girl and her brother. ‘’Sides which, he’s gone
some past his prime and’s been run off from his herd on account of
it. That being, he’ll either get his-self stove up bad by a
younger’n’ more limber bull for trying to get back in among the
cows again, or he’ll just go on living alone and growing weaker.
Either way, all he’s got ahead of him, should we just let you draw
him and leave him be, is to wind up getting eaten, while he’s still
just about alive, by bears, wolves, or maybe even coyotes, soon’s
he gets slowed down so much by old age he can’t fend ’em off
his-self and doesn’t have no amigos around to help him.’

‘Then he’s just what I want
for the museum,’ declared First Lieutenant James Thatcher, 2nd
United States’ Cavalry.

‘You’ll have to take him from
here,’ Mort warned. ‘There’s no way we can get closer. Which
same’s judgment on me, likely. Grandpappy Wolf Runner allus
allowed no good ever come to folks’re loco enough to go walking when they’ve got horses they
could’ve used.’

The creature being discussed was
a splendid, if no longer young, even-toed ungulate of the
scientific order of Artiodactyla. Terrestial, herbivorous mammals, its kind had the third
and fourth toes of the fore and hind feet evenly developed, with
the tips encased in horny sheaths to support its weight and having
present small lateral hooves, otherwise known as ‘dewclaws’. Being
a ‘cud-chewer’ it was placed in the class of Ruminantia and had a compound stomach which
temporarily stored often hastily snatched and always only partially
chewed food in the first compartment, or ‘paunch’. Such sustenance
was later regurgitated in the form of small pellets to the mouth.
Then, having been thoroughly ‘milled’, in the process known as
‘chewing the cud’, this was returned to the second compartment
where digestion could be commenced.

Actually a wisent, or bison, the animal being studied
had become more popularly known to the settlers of the United
States and Canada as a ‘buffalo’. 1 Despite being exceeded in
height
by the Alaskan
elk—just as wrongly designated a ‘moose’—in other respects it was
the largest land dwelling wild animal native to the sub-continent
of North America.

Standing some six foot in height
at the shoulder and slightly more than double that in length, the
bull buffalo 2
in question weighed
over two thousand pounds. Due to the great elongation of bony spurs
on the backbone at that point, the shoulders were high and humped.
The massive head and deep, muscular neck were slung low on the
shoulders. Yet the rest of the body, notably the hindquarters, were
surprisingly narrow in cross-section. Its forequarters, including
the head and neck, were covered with a mantle of thick, shaggy hair
that terminated abruptly below the knees of the forefeet and just
behind the shoulders. While not in fresh ‘pelage’, the coat was
still a dark chocolate brown, becoming almost black on the head and
shoulders and showed no sign of fading to the pale yellowish-brown
coloration it would have acquired by the time the spring molt came
around. A long black beard hung from its chin and the tail was
short with a tassel of long hair at the tip. Staring, seemingly
without expression, the eyes were placed low down on the sides of
the head. Above them, indicating it belonged to the family
Bovidae,
the short, stout
horns—each close to twenty-three inches long and having a
circumference of seventeen inches at the base—consisted of hollow
horny sheaths growing over round bony cores which were never shed
and curved outwards and upwards.

The three human watchers in the
concealment of the bushes were fairly good representatives of the
species, Homo Sapiens.

Tallish for a member of her sex, curvaceous
without allowing this to become blatantly obvious, Geraldine was in
her early twenties. She had honey blonde hair, at that moment
tucked up inside the low crown of a wide brimmed tan J.B. Stetson
hat. Pretty in a frank, open way, her freckled face had already
taken on a tan due to an exposure to more sun that she was
accustomed to experiencing in Maine. She wore a lightweight brown
two-piece riding costume, an open necked blouse of the olive-drab
hue given the name ‘khaki’ by British soldiers serving in India,
and sturdy black boots suitable for walking over fairly rough
terrain. A thin leather pouch, about three feet square and holding
materials for drawing, was suspended by a strap from her left
shoulder to the right hip. In a close topped military holster on
the belt around her waist was a Colt 1853 Navy Model revolver.
Using it at extemporized targets, she had proved to be a reasonably
good shot.

A couple of years older and
somewhat taller, his build good and implying excellent physical
condition, Jimmy Thatcher showed a strong family resemblance in his
features and the color of his hair. More tanned, as a result of having spent
the past two years in Texas with his regiment, he was clean shaven
and well-groomed, if disheveled by passing through the bushes.
Except for having retained his black Hessian leg service boots and
weapon belt, being on furlough, he had changed his uniform for the
kind of clothing worn by cowhands. The revolver in his high riding
cavalry holster was a walnut handled Colt 1860 Army Model with a
seven and a half inch “Civilian” pattern barrel. However, for
hunting, he was carrying a single shot Sharps New Model of 1866
rifle which he had had equipped with certain improvements to the
original design when it was purchased.

Having just passed his
twenty-sixth birthday, Mort Lewis had an advantage over the
lieutenant of two inches in height. A wide brimmed hat, its low
crown altered to the fashion of Texas and its original white
weathered to a yellowish-gray color, hung suspended on his broad shoulders
by its fancy leather barbiquejo chinstrap. Straight and black, his hair was short
and he too had shaved that morning. There was a slightly aquiline
cast to his deeply bronzed, ruggedly handsome features and a
somewhat Mongoloid slant to his dark eyes indicative of—as he had
mentioned when referring to his maternal grandfather—his birthright
being part Indian.

Lean of waist, Mort exuded a
rawboned fitness and vitality. Encircling his throat, a tightly
rolled dark blue bandana trailed its ends over the front of an open
necked tartan shirt. As he was acting as guide on a hunting trip,
instead of working the range on his small ranch in Holbrock County,
the legs of his yellowish-brown Nankeen trousers were tucked into
the calf high leggings of Kweharehnuh Comanche moccasins. While the garments showed
signs of much recent usage, this was not their invariable
condition. In fact, like the majority of cow-hands—a canard created
by a later generation notwithstanding—he washed, shaved, kept his
hair cut and attire as clean as circumstances allowed at all times.
A walnut handled Army Colt with a standard eight inch barrel rode
the open topped Western style fast draw holster on the right side
of his gunbelt and a staghorn hilted J. Russell and Co. ‘Green
River’ knife with an eight inches long, clip point blade hung in
its Indian-made sheath on the left. Resting across the crook of his
left arm, the Spencer repeating carbine he carried, to support his
client if necessary, was covered by a long fringed buckskin case
inscribed with medicine symbols announcing he was a member of the
Antelope band of the Comanche nation. He was equally competent, if
not exceptional, in the use of each weapon.

Lying not too far from its
master, where it had gone when the party halted, the big dog showed
no discernible interest in the proceedings. Coming from a strain
created by an Army officer whose education had instilled him with a
deep respect for Ivanhoe, by Sir Walter Scott, its conformation had derived from
careful cross-breeding of Scottish deerhounds and British bull
mastiffs to achieve the best each could offer. Shaggy coated and
grayish in color, while possessing some of the speed and stamina of
the former, it also had some of the bulk and powerful jaws
attributable to the latter. Answering to the name, ‘Pete’, it was
in its prime and had been of the greatest use to Mort as guard and
helper on hunts for stock-killing predators. It had also proved of
assistance in the task upon which he was currently
engaged.

Asked by an officer who had been a good
friend in the days when he had ridden as a civilian scout for the
2nd Cavalry, Mort had agreed to act as guide for the Thatchers on a
hunting trip which was to obtain good specimens of Western animals
for a museum being established in their home town. His belief that
Captain Patrick Kelley would not have made the request unless
confident they would get along had soon been justified. Despite it
being her first trip west of the Mississippi River, Geraldine had
proved to be accustomed to an outdoor life and was willing to
accept less than the comforts to which her home in Maine had made
her accustomed. Nor had Mort found anything objectionable about his
relationship with her brother.

Having formed his liking for the
Thatchers, Mort had warned them that acquiring the requisite
trophies presented problems, as not all were any longer easy to come by.
Already hunting for hides and tongues, along with the need to clear
the grazing land for more easily controlled and commercially
acceptable cattle, had reduced the formerly massive herd of buffalo
in Texas to what a later generation would call, ‘a point of no
return’. Much the same applied to the Mexican sub-species of
bighorn sheep and pronghorn, often wrongly referred to as an
‘antelope’, Arizona wapiti—misnamed ‘elk’—the Texas flat-headed
grizzly and black bear, all of which had once been numerous in the
western regions of the Lone Star State.

Despite the gloomy picture he
had painted, Mort had said he could take the Thatchers into an area
which still offered a reasonable chance of securing the trophies
they required. Being in the wild country over which the
Kweharehnuh
Comanche still
retained control, having declined to accept the peace treaty which
was concluded at Fort Sorrel, 3 assigning the other bands of their
nation to reservations, it was generally regarded as being unsafe
for white people to go there. 4 However, as grandson of Chief Wolf
Runner, he could enter accompanied by friends. For all that,
knowing the nature of the Antelope warriors—rugged individualists
like every member of the Nemenuh, therefore prone to acting as their respective will
desired rather than conforming to laid down rules—he had tried to
persuade the girl to remain in the safety of the trading post owned
by Sanchez Riley on the fringes of the territory. Saying she had
had her expenses paid by the museum to come to Texas and paint
pictures of the animals in their natural surroundings, she
considered herself obligated to do so and refused to accept his
precaution. Having found her to be a most determined young woman,
in a polite and friendly way, he had agreed that she should
accompany himself and her brother.

Compared with some of the
hunting parties which were becoming fashionable with visiting
foreign dignitaries and wealthy Easterners,
5 Mort and his companions were
travelling light. They rode horses and carried what supplies they
would need in a chuck wagon. In addition to his cook from the
ranch, who was also an expert skinner, they had only Thatcher’s
striker with them.

From the beginning, luck
had favored
the party. Without having needed to go too deep into the
Kweharehnuh
country, the young
lieutenant had already taken several very good trophies. What was
more, he had quickly earned Mort’s approbation by showing a
sportsmanship of a high order while taking them. Not for him the
easily attained kill, regardless of quality. He had invariably
passed up animals which, being an excellent shot, could otherwise
have fallen to his rifle without effort because he had not
considered them worthy of being exhibited. Furthermore, as soon as
he had obtained what he regarded as being a satisfactory specimen,
he had declined to take another of its kind, even if one better had
crossed their path.

Despite it being the last day before the
party must start back to allow him to rejoin his regiment, and
having failed to acquire such a specimen, Thatcher had proved less
than enthusiastic when told of the deductions drawn by Mort from
tracks found whilst scouting in a wide circle around their camp
that morning. On learning the signs indicated that the quarry would
be a bull buffalo of greater than average size, he had said he
wondered whether collecting it would offer a sufficiently sporting
challenge. Unlike the stalking skill required when taking his
Mexican bighorn sheep and Arizona elk, or the courage called for to
tackle the grizzly bear he had brought down, according to what he
had been told by older officers, it seemed to him that hunting
buffalo was as easy and no more dangerous than shooting fish in a
barrel.

Mort had agreed that, although ‘running’
them on horseback was sufficiently hazardous to test courage and
skill, there was some justification in the comments when dealing
with the animals in a herd. However, they did not apply when a lone
bull was the quarry. Separated from its companions and deprived of
the sense of security it derived from their company, such a
creature could prove as dangerous an antagonist as a grizzly bear.
Keeping constantly alert and made nervous by its solitary state, it
would not hesitate before charging, whether approached on foot or
horseback. When that happened the speed and surprising agility of
its massive body combined with its great size, made taking one far
from a sinecure.

Most impressed by the grave way in which his
experienced young guide had imparted the information, the
lieutenant had lost all his qualms over the ethics of embarking
upon the hunt. In fact, contemplating its potential danger, he had
suggested that his sister stayed behind while Mort and he went
after the bull. Pointing out that she had been present during the
hunt for the grizzly bear, which had proved anything but free of
peril, she had insisted on going with them. Conceding she had not
been an impediment to them on that occasion, the two young men had
given their agreement. In fact, in a curious way, both had come to
regard her as something of a good luck charm.

Having ridden while following the tracks
until they disappeared into an area covered with fairly dense
bushes and scrubby trees, and having then discovered they had not
emerged from the bush when they had completed a circle, Mort had
suggested the hunt should be continued on foot as otherwise it
would put the horses at great risk. Geraldine had refused to remain
with their mounts and, as on other occasions, had proved she was
able to duplicate their silent approach through the undergrowth
until they had come into view of their quarry.

Showing no sign of being aware
of the forthcoming fate described by Mort, the bull buffalo was
standing in the center of a largish patch of open ground. Scrambling around
on its body, rummaging for external parasites and insects, were a
couple of brown-headed cowbirds 6 and a black and white magpie. As if
knowing they would help augment its comparatively poor vision,
somewhat better hearing and excellent sense of smell, the animal
was setting about the preparation of the food it had gathered
before settling in this secluded spot where it could halt and
perform its essential aid to digestion.

As with other members of
the Ruminantia, the buffalo had no teeth in the front of the upper jaw. It
had, however, broad crowned and sharp-edged molars for grinding and
milling its herbivorous diet. Having swallowed the ball of grass it
had been working upon, there was a slight pause before it brought
up another pellet to chew. Depositing this in the cheek, causing a
slight yet discernible swelling, it started to chew with a rotary
motion on the side of the mouth where the ball had settled. Then
the cud was shifted to the opposite side, where the upper and lower
teeth took over the task of milling. In this way, as opposed to the
action of more primitive cud-chewers such as the camels—which swing
the lower jaw in a long sweep from side to side and chew on both at
the same time—the process of mastication was made faster and more
efficient.

‘Oh hell!’ Thatcher protested,
after watching for a few seconds. ‘This’s too easy. It’ll be like shooting an old
milk-cow in a meadow!’

‘Had we come on him in these
bushes, you wouldn’t’ve tooken him for no old milk-cow,’ Mort
replied, having come to know his male companion well enough to have
expected some such remark. ‘And, was I you, I’d made good and sure
I put him down first go now we’ve found him. Should you miss, he’ll
take off like the devil chased by holy water and, time we’ve got
the horses, it’ll be too late in the day to follow his trail.
Which, we’ll need to ride after him, he can outrun any man. Or,
happen you only wound him, he’ll go into the bushes faster’n a scalded cat.
Now me, I’m all for acting sporting-like, but following him in
there when he’s hurting and could’ve been down out here’s closer to
being loco than sporting.’ Pausing to let the other consider what he
had said, he went on, ‘Hell, you’ve stalked him on foot, fair ’n’
square, and it’s the luck of the game we’ve found him like he is,
instead of some place’s’d’ve made getting him harder. Now you just
up and kill him clean.’

‘Where’s the best place to
hit him?’ the lieutenant inquired, accepting the statement as valid
and having found the advice of his guide invaluable when taking the
other trophies.

‘Depends on how you want him,’
Mort replied and, knowing the young officer was always keen for
information, continued, ‘Hide hunters allus put a bullet through the lungs of
the first one they hit, usually a cow, so’s she’ll just stand there
bleeding from the nose and hold the rest of the bunch’s attention
while he keeps downing more of ’em. Done that way, and he’s good
enough, he can maybe drop fifty or so all up close enough to make
skinning out the “flints” easy on what his kind call a
“stand”.’ 7

‘That’s out!’ Thatcher declared vehemently, but quietly. ‘Even
if there were more of them around I wanted, I wouldn’t lung shoot
him to get them. I’ve heard it takes the poor devil minutes to die
hit that way.’

‘It does,’ Mort confirmed,
finding the response in keeping with the character of the
lieutenant. ‘A head shot’ll drop him plumb in his tracks. Trouble
being, way he’s stood and with that old cannon you’re toting, the
bullet’s like to go clear through and bust out the other side, which’ll
spoil him for mounting.’

‘How about if I hit him in
the heart?’ Thatcher
suggested.

‘It’s a real small target,’ Mort
replied. ‘Which, I know, you’re good enough a shot to hit it.
Trouble being, he’ll most likely run fifty or a hundred yards after
he’s hit and they’ll have one hell of a chore hauling him out of
those bushes back of him, ’cause that’s where he’ll be headed and he won’t go
down until he’s well among ’em. You take him with a spine
shot.’

‘A spine shot it is,’ the
lieutenant assented.

‘I’d line up with the
barrel resting on that branch,’ Mort suggested, pointing. ‘You
don’t have too all fired wide a mark and, good as I know you are,
was I you, I’d take all the help I can get to hold a gun that heavy
real steady while I was laying them fancy, new-fangled sights on
it.’

‘I’m a good soldier and
always
follow orders,’ the
lieutenant claimed with a smile, aware that the conversation was
helping him relax and be the better able to take a careful aim.
‘When Captain Kelly arranged for me to take this trip, he said I
should follow your advice and that’s what I’m going to do. Then, if
anything goes wrong, you’ll be to blame.’

‘I never yet saw the time when
you blue-bellies didn’t blame the civilian scout for everything from flood to hard weather,’ the guide
answered, grinning. ‘So how’s about seeing if you can down that old
jasper, afore night comes on us and it’s too dark to even find our
way back to the horses?’


 


 


Two

He’ll Have to Be Killed

During the final stages of the quietly
spoken conversation, First Lieutenant James Thatcher had moved the
side-hammer of his Sharps New Model of 1866 rifle slowly into the
fully cocked position so as to reduce the noise of the action being
operated. When Morton Lewis stopped speaking, he began to ease the
heavy firearm into the position Mort had suggested. Resting the
barrel firmly on the junction of a branch and the trunk of a small
flowering dogwood tree, he raised the ‘leaf’ backsight just as
cautiously, ready to take aim and fire.

An excellent marksman, the young
officer was not deterred by the far from simple way in which he had
elected to shoot the old bull buffalo. Acting upon the advice of
more experienced members of his regiment and possessing sufficient
wealth to cater for his whims, he had had the rifle chambered to
accept a cartridge of .50 caliber. This had a three and a quarter inch long
metal case holding a one hundred and seventy grain powder charge to
propel a seven hundred grain bullet patched with a good grade of
banknote paper, the use of which improved accuracy and prevented
‘leading’ of the barrel. 8
Even at a much
greater range than the one hundred or so yards separating him from
his quarry, such a load possessed sufficient power to smash the
spine and make an almost instantaneous kill. What was more, the
thirty and a quarter inch length of the six groove ‘rifled’ barrel
supplemented the well-designed ‘leaf’ rear and blade foresight in
attaining an accuracy which had few equals in its day.
9 He knew he had acquired the requisite
skill to make the most of its potential.

For all his faith in his own ability,
Thatcher refused to let it lead him into complacent overconfidence.
A fine sportsman, taught to have high standards in such matters, he
respected his quarry too much to want to achieve anything other
than the result he was seeking to attain. Effective as it was from
a ‘broadside’ position, a spine shot offered only a slender mark at
which to sight.

With the butt cradled against his right
shoulder and its weight supported by the improvised rest he was
using, the lieutenant lifted upwards the sliding section of the
‘leaf’ rear-sight which was graduated in intervals of a hundred
yards from one to eight. However, instead of employing the moveable
aperture, he squinted with his right eye through the notch at the
base. Setting the blade of the foresight in the V-shaped notch, he
began to move the barrel until both were aligned upon his intended
mark. Satisfied he was aiming correctly and steadily, his right
forefinger began to tighten smoothly upon the ‘set’ trigger which
was another modification he had had carried out at the factory of
the Sharps Rifle Company. At which point, fate took a hand!

Having failed to detect the
approach of the human beings and dog, with its avian companions
equally unsuccessful in locating and giving warning of the danger,
only something completely unexpected could have saved the life of the
buffalo!

Such an event occurred!

Skimming low over the bushes, on its way to
join the two brown-headed cowbirds and another of its kind, a
magpie found itself approaching the girl, two men and dog. Giving
vent to a harsh, rattling call of alarm, it twirled aside and
upwards. Taking warning, the other black and white feeder and the
somewhat smaller pair of birds took off from their perch with
wildly fluttering wings.

Equally appreciative of what
could be implied by the commotion, the buffalo made no attempt to
ascertain the exact nature of the implied danger. Instead, letting
out a deep and guttural roar, it commenced one of the rapid turns
for which its apparently cumbersome bodily conformation was so well
adapted. As it began the movement, it was struck by something which
produced a searing pain and caused it to lunge away from its
standing position. Building up to the twenty-three or so miles per hour
gait at which members of its species could gallop, it plunged into
and through the foliage formerly to its rear as if the thickly
grown branches did not even exist, much less offer a possible
impediment.

The flight could not have been started at a
worse moment!

Caught unawares by the
unheralded arrival and subsequent behavior of the magpie, Thatcher could not
prevent an involuntary reaction. This took place just as the
pressure on the set trigger had reached the point where the sear
liberated the hammer. Scant though his movement had been, it proved
sufficient to ruin the alignment of the rifle’s sights he had made.
Small though the deflection of the barrel might be, the revised
angle at which the bullet flew caused the point of impact to be
different to that he had intended. On its arrival, the conical
piece of soft lead inflicted a much less fatal wound than he had
sought to produce.

There was another adverse result from the
magpie having come on the scene!

On being detonated within the
confines of a metal cartridge case, the one hundred and seventy
grains of prime du Pont black powder turned into an enormous volume
of gas. The pressure this exerted whilst driving the bullet ahead of it
along the barrel, taking the line of least resistance, created a
recoil kick of some magnitude. Even with the rifle grasped firmly,
the effect was less than gentle. However, in addition to changing
the alignment of the barrel, Thatcher had relaxed his grip just as
involuntarily. Driven back, small though the distance might be, the
butt plate was slammed against his shoulder with considerable
force.

‘God damn that
“mother-something”, black and wh—!’ Mort Lewis spat out, as a yelp
of pain burst from the lieutenant, then realizing what he was
saying he brought his tirade to a halt without completing it.
Belonging to a generation and philosophy which was not conditioned
to believe the employment of profanity in the presence of members
of the opposite sex was “trendy” and indicative of a willingness to
descend to the conversational level of the “little people”, he
continued, ‘Right sorry for what I said, ma’am.’

‘So am I, although you missed
what I said,’ Geraldine Thatcher replied, pleased her own
impulsive verbal reaction had not been overheard as she had similar
sentiments on the subject. Having given up trying to persuade the
guide to address her by her Christian name, she went on, ‘I let out
two words I heard a groom use when a horse kicked him and mama
spanked me for repeating. Are you all right, Jimmy?’

‘The butt banged my shoulder,’
Thatcher answered, having lowered the Sharps and started to massage
the point of impact. ‘But I hit him!—Didn’t you hear the bullet go in, Mort?’

‘Can’t rightly up and say, “yes I
did”,’ the guide answered, then raised a placatory hand as the
young officer swung towards him in a manner redolent of indignant
belligerence. ‘Which I’m not saying you didn’t make a hit. Time’s been I’ve stood along of a feller’s was
shooting and hadn’t heard when he said he had ’n’ the critter took
off like that ole bull did. Comes us going to take a look, it
showed he’d been in the right of it.’

‘Then let’s go and take
that look!’ Thatcher ordered rather than suggested, forgetting the
throbbing ache in his shoulder.

‘Why sure,’ Mort assented. ‘Only,
was I asked, I’d say a one-shooting rifle don’t throw lead any too good after
it’s been fired once—Not ’less it’s been loaded up again ’fore it gets to be
squeezed off at something.’

‘Sorry, Mort!’ the
lieutenant apologized with genuine contrition. He realized that a
mixture of pain, and annoyance at having failed to make the
instantaneous kill he desired, had caused him to forget he was
holding a weapon incapable of being fired again until it was
reloaded. ‘Let me shove in another shell, then we’ll go and find
out whether I’m right or wrong.’

‘From all I’ve seen of
luffs, blue belly or Johnny Reb, makes no never mind,’ the guide
drawled, his grin robbing the words of any sting despite employing
the derogatory term for a first lieutenant. ‘I’d bet me good
drinking money which it’s going to be.’

Giving a sniff of mock derision, Thatcher
replenished the Sharps with ammunition from the pouch attached to
the left side of his belt. Then he started to advance from amongst
the bushes. At a hand signal from its master, having risen when the
magpie caused the disturbance, the big cross Scottish
deerhound-British bull mastiff dog moved forward at Mort’s side.
Accepting the buckskin pouch which had been passed to her, allowing
the Spencer repeating carbine to be employed later without the
delay of removing it
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