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Chapter 1
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Two Comanches watched from the trees along the San Lorenzo Creek a hundred yards from where John Randolph got down from a stagecoach, reached up and helped Heather Silverstone climb down. Her strawberry blonde hair blew gently in the late summer breeze and her hazel, green eyes sparkled as she smiled at him.

Black Horse studied the men closely, especially Randolph. “The big one is the cowboy who killed Ten Bears,” Black Horse told his companion. “We took two young Mexican girls to a camp near here and were pulling off their clothes when the tall man began shooting from the darkness. He killed Ten Bears and another brave. Yellow Moon and I escaped. I looked back and saw him entering the light from the campfire as we rode off.”

They were splendid and colorful in their buckskin clothing consisting of soft, wonderfully tanned long shirts and tight leggings covered with multi-colored bead designs and buckskin fringes tipped with silver and beads. White Buffalo’s face was painted red. Black Horse’s face was painted a bright blue.

“I want that woman. We can take turns with her once we’ve killed the men,” Black Horse emphasized. “We’ll bring the braves back and attack when it gets dark.”

Each man’s hair was braided in two queues that hung down past their waists, studded with silver discs and interwoven with bright colored cloth. Earrings of silver and gold hung from their pierced lobes.

White Buffalo was not convinced they should attack. “Perhaps we should wait until tomorrow when Red Lance returns.”

“Have you lost your desire to avenge our brothers?” Black Horse growled.

“There are eight men in that camp and they are heavily armed except for the old white-haired man. Those Texas devils fight like crazy men. We might need more than the twenty warriors we have with us,” White Buffalo pointed out.

“I’m in charge when Red Lance is gone and I say we attack when it gets dark. You can stay with the horses if you have no stomach for a fight,” the sub-chief declared in an arrogant voice.

***
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Randolph had talked the Reverend Mason Silverstone into traveling forty-five miles south from Corpus Christi to the site where he proposed to build a large ranch. John wanted to gain the Presbyterian clergyman’s permission to marry his daughter and he thought this would be the best way to do it. He had brought six cowboys with him, all veterans from the Mexican War. The men were setting up camp including a tent for the reverend and his daughter to sleep in.

The beautiful young woman wore a light green sundress that blew in the wind, accenting her curvaceous lithe figure. “This is a gorgeous area for a ranch headquarters,” she observed in a happy voice. “It’s like an oasis on the prairie.”

Silverstone removed his wide-brimmed hat and the wind blew his white hair about his cheeks and forehead. He stood nearly a head shorter than his host, the river boat captain. “What happened to the original owners? I see the foundation of several buildings but nothing else.”

Randolph suddenly felt uneasy but tried not to appear uncomfortable. “The owner died and his family moved to Matamoros. Apparently, they did not want to continue ranching here without him.”

“Why?” Silverstone asked.

“It was dangerous fifteen years ago. The owner had been killed by Comanches and the family moved away. I bought the original Spanish land grant from them,” the tall, powerfully built captain explained.

Reverend Silverstone looked skeptical, but withheld his comments as he and his daughter walked beside Randolph. As darkness fell, they listened to his plans for constructing the ranch house and ancillary buildings. 

Following dinner that evening, John, Heather and Mason Silverstone sat in canvas chairs near the fire, chatting as darkness encircled them. Four Texans were lounging on their bed rolls near the tent, smoking and talking quietly amongst themselves. The remaining two men were posted as guards among the trees at opposite ends of the camp. 

Their conversation was terminated by shots from the woods, then yelling, loud cries and several more shots from both ends of the encampment where the guards were stationed. John jumped to his feet, grabbed his rifle in one hand and Heather’s arm in the other. “Over here, men!” he yelled to the Texans, as he ran towards a downed cottonwood tree. Reverend Silverstone moved surprisingly fast for an older man and arrived seconds later. The four Texans also took refuge behind the large tree trunk. 

Cries from the Comanche filled the air as a line of horsemen bore down on their prey. Bright colors on the Comanches’ faces were reflected in light from the moon and campfire. As they neared the cottonwood barrier, their eyes were wide and faces distorted with anticipation about the coming kills. An explosion of gunfire from Randolph and the Texans stopped the front rank of horses. The wounded and dying animals reared in the air, tossing their riders to the ground. The multicolored mustangs came down on top of the Indians, wreaking havoc and effectively blocking the charge. 

The rapid and continuous discharge of revolvers at close range by the five men killed and wounded nine Comanches. Warriors at the rear slid from their horses’ backs and ran to join the melee at close range. Buckskin clad Comanches carrying spears and knives assaulted the five defenders and were met with angry, yelling Texans wielding bowie knives when their guns were empty. The clash of men at close quarters brought yells, cries and shrieks from the combatants as knives and spears found their marks. Randolph and all of the Texans, were injured in the clash. Two of his men were down with fatal wounds as were both of the guards at opposite ends of the clearing.

But the ranks of the Comanches had been heavily damaged. Two thirds of the Indians were on the ground wounded or dead and the rest were backing away. Black Horse had been shot in the side but managed to crawl away from the melee. The remaining war party braves, with the exception of one warrior, continued moving back into the darkness as the conflict neared its end. 

A tall, thin Comanche with light brown, almost blond hair, leaped on John, carrying him to the ground. They rolled around, legs thrashing, each attempting to gain an advantage. The warrior slashed at Randolph’s throat, but John jerked his head back, causing the blade to narrowly miss its target. Quick as a cat, the Indian slashed Randolph’s shoulder, the blade cutting him from the top of his left shoulder to the elbow. John buried his knife in the brave’s throat causing his light blue eyes to bulge out. The young Indian shouted in a garbled voice that was not understandable. Randolph pinned him to the ground, causing the two men to stare into each other’s eyes. John stayed on top until the brave’s legs stopped thrashing. 

Randolph was gasping for breath as he stood up. “Reload!” he yelled. The two Texans left standing, reloaded their revolvers, as did John. Heather had crawled down next to the tree trunk and was unharmed. Her father’s face was as white as his hair and he continued to pray from the fetal position he had assumed when the clash of men took place. Reverend Silverstone was not wounded and continued to loudly recite the Lord’s Prayer.

Shouting had ended, but the shrieking and whinnying of badly injured horses continued to fill the air. John and two of his men, Jeff Waters and Bill Thompson, used their rifles to put the animals out of their misery. It was quiet except for moans from the badly injured Comanches. Their bodies littered the ground in front of the downed cottonwood tree. Randolph carried the body of the light-haired Comanche and dumped it with the others in front of the barrier. “He probably had an Anglo mother,” John said to Thompson. 

Heather moved to John’s side, cut strips from his shirt and bound the long wound on his shoulder and arm. They talked about his injury, but nothing of a private, personal nature passed between them. The freckle-faced young woman had received nurse’s training. She quickly switched her efforts to the two wounded Texans, stopping the flow of blood from wounds on their arms and legs. She then went to the two downed Texans, but both were dead. Heather walked over, put her arms around her father and talked softly to him, trying to console the elderly clergyman who was in shock.

“We’ll stay here until daylight and then find some horses to take us back to Corpus Christi,” John told the men. “I’ll take the first watch. You men try to rest.”

It was a long, sleepless night for Randolph as he walked back and forth, needing the movement to keep himself awake. He decided not to wake the men, hoping they would recover by morning. Heather had made her father comfortable and covered him with her shawl, then lay down and put her arms around him. It was a balmy, late summer evening and the temperature did not begin to drop until early morning before sunrise. 

Heather quietly got up from the grass and walked to John. She put her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately. He responded in the same manner craving the touch of her body and hungering to possess her. His desire bordered on lust as she groaned softly. They held each other tightly, caught up in the yearning for one another brought on by the fight for survival.

“I love you,” he whispered in her ear.

“I love you, too,” she said in a soft, clear voice. “No matter what happens, I want you to know that.”

Suddenly, her eyes widened and her mouth opened as she noticed a Comanche slowly approaching on horseback. The sky lightened just before sunrise. John turned his head and recognized Red Lance, the Comanche band’s leader. The Indian Chief raised his hand symbolizing peace and Randolph did the same. 

“Wake Jeff and Bill,” he told Heather as he handed her his revolver. She looked skeptical but took the weapon and walked over to where the Texans were sleeping.

John climbed over the tree trunk carrying his cocked rifle and walked out to meet Red Lance. The Chief’s handsome facial features were more Anglo than Comanche. His large oval face, broad forehead, strong nose and penetrating dark brown eyes gave him an impressive, stately look. The tall chieftain was muscular, robust in his mannerisms and carried himself with confidence that came from war-time achievements.

“We meet again, John Randolph,” Red Lance said in Spanish.

“I wish it was under different circumstances,” Randolph replied in the same tongue.

“So do, I. I was not with my people last night when they chose to attack. Eight men with revolvers is not a smart target. These dead and dying warriors are the result of a bad decision,” Red Lance pointed out.

They had met before, virtually in the same location. Each man recognized in the other, character traits similar to his own. They came from different cultures, but neither man made any excuse for his actions. They respected one another which outweighed feelings of hostility. 

“Do you want to collect the bodies and the wounded?” John asked. 

“It is our custom to bring back our dead and wounded from raids so they can have proper burials,” the chief responded.

“I’m agreeable. We will not fire at your braves while they retrieve the warriors,” Randolph stated.

“How many horses do you want us to leave behind?”

“Six,” John replied, suddenly feeling relieved.

Red Lance nodded his head in agreement. The two adversaries looked at one another for a few moments. 

“Until we meet again, John Randolph,” said Red Lance as he raised his hand.

Randolph raised his hand in return. The Comanche Chief turned his stallion and slowly rode back towards the creek. John walked back to his group, all of them staring at him in tense silence. He explained that the Comanches would come to claim their dead and wounded braves but there would be no combat. They watched as the Comanches appeared in the early morning light, picked up their warriors and carried them away. It took less than five minutes for the entire retrieval process to conclude. 

An hour later John hitched horses to the stagecoach. He saw to it that Heather, her father and the two Texans were comfortable inside. Then they began the day-long ride back to Corpus Christi. They stopped several times for water as they passed over small creeks and arrived at their destination just before nightfall. The Texans were taken to an army medical facility. Heather and Reverend Silverstone were taken to their quarters on the old steamboat that was used for Sunday services until a permanent church could be built.

“I’ll talk with you tomorrow,” she told John, as she helped her father up the ramp to the ship. 

The older man’s eyes did not seem to focus. The ordeal had robbed him of normal behavior. John watched them walk away, thinking the entire trip was one of the worst decisions he had ever made.
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The following afternoon, he returned to the steamship to determine if Reverend Silverstone had fully recovered from shock inflicted by the Comanche assault. He kissed Heather and they held each other tightly. They were quietly conversing when Mason Silverstone came out of his cabin and walked towards them.

“John, I’d like to talk with you,” he stated in a serious voice. “Let’s go into my office.” The three of them walked towards the reverend’s private quarters. Silverstone stopped and turned to his daughter. “Dear, I’d like to talk to John alone if you don’t mind,” the clergyman said in a soft voice. Heather looked worried, but agreed.

Once inside his office, the silver-haired reverend stared at John. All signs of shock were gone, replaced by a stern, determined demeanor. “I don’t know how you could have taken Heather and me into the midst of such a dangerous situation,” he declared. 

“Reverend, I’m really sorry. I apologize,” Randolph said in a sincere voice. “With the number of men we had with us, I didn’t think we would be attacked.”

“Two thirds of those men are dead! The others are wounded,” Silverstone stressed. “The previous owner was killed there and we almost lost our lives. I think your idea about building a ranch there is absurd.”

“I know that I need to put numerous people on the property on a permanent basis. I would never take Heather there to live until I knew it was safe,” John replied.

The two men were standing and neither made any attempt to sit down.

“And when might that be? We weren’t safe and yet you thought we were,” the clergyman emphasized, his grey eyes flashing.

Randolph was at a loss for words, his mouth opened but nothing came out. When he finally got a grip on his emotions, he said, “I’ll buy a home here in Corpus Christi. We can live here until it’s safe to move to the ranch.”

“You can’t tell me if it will ever be safe! I’ll never go to that location again. Every time Heather would leave here to go to your ranch or whatever you want to call it, I would be worried sick,” he exclaimed as prominent wrinkles stood out on his forehead 

“I want her to be safe, just as much as you do, Reverend.”

“You have a strange way of showing it. For a moment, let’s look at another aspect of your lifestyle. Your business is on the Rio Grande, your ranch property is more than one hundred miles away and you want Heather to continue to live here. How often do you plan on seeing her?”

“Well...,” John said and stopped, realizing he had no answer to the question.

Silverstone relentlessly continued the attack. “You were involved in one Mexican War battle after another and sustained multiple wounds. In addition, you have fought Mexican bandits and Comanches and received more wounds. The next one may be fatal, leaving Heather a widow, probably with children. That’s not much of a life for her to look forward to, is it?” the clergyman emphasized in a hard, steady voice.

“Well, it’s not that... terrible,” John argued.

Silverstone exhaled sharply and ran his hand through his hair. “I will not give my approval for you to marry Heather and I will not perform the ceremony. I realize I can’t stop the two of you from getting married, but I won’t be a party to it and I will not attend the marriage, ever,” he exclaimed.

Randolph felt as if he had been clubbed over the head, his personal life falling to pieces on to the floor of the steamship. “Have you told Heather how you feel?”

“I’m going to do that when you leave this office. I like you, John. You have some very fine personal traits and you certainly are a hard worker. But let’s face it, you don’t have time to devote to a marriage,” Silverstone declared. “As I look at you. I see a walking dead man. It’s just a matter of time.” 
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General Winfield Scott’s army landed at Vera Cruz, putting more than ten thousand men ashore in twenty-four hours and then successfully drove the Mexican army inland.

Receiving more accolades than any other army officer during the second phase of the Mexican War was Captain Robert E. Lee. He joined General Scott’s main army of invasion as chief engineer at Vera Cruz. His quick thinking, bold planning and aggressive assault tactics were instrumental in the American army’s early victories as they marched towards Mexico City.

General Scott was very impressed with Lee’s battle plans, judgement and brilliant successes in the field. He allowed Lee to make decisions just short of the key operational ones of the army commander. Lee rose quickly in rank to major, lieutenant colonel and finally to colonel as the war concluded.

The commanding general said Lee was “the very best soldier I ever saw in the field.” The American campaigners quickly stormed through battles at Contreras, Churubusco, Molino del Rey and up the heights at Chapultepec to plant the stars and stripes in the capital city. Mexican resistance collapsed. General Santa Anna fled to the hills.

Mexico surrendered, thereby losing nearly half its land mass to the United States. The agreed upon boundary between Mexico and Texas officially became the Rio Grande River. Manifest Destiny had come to fruition as the Unites States of America added territory that today makes up the states of California, Arizona, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah and parts of Colorado and Wyoming. All for the sum of fifteen million dollars paid to the bankrupt country.

Scott served in the military for forty-seven years and was Commanding General of the United States Army for twenty years, serving in that capacity under seven presidents. He sought the Whig presidential nomination four times and won his party’s presidential nomination in 1852, only to lose to Democrat Franklin Pierce, who had been his subordinate in the Mexican War.

***
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John Randolph, Allen Hawkins and their partner, Richard Steele, sat around a circular mahogany conference table in their new headquarters building in Brownsville while going over the latest quarterly income and expense statements. Investors were flocking to the communities along the Rio Grande, money in hand now that one side of the snake-like river officially belonged to the Americans. 

The three partners built a reliable ferry service to Matamoros, constructed new brick warehouses and bought every Spanish and Mexican land grant in the vicinity of Brownsville that they could lay their hands on. They had the town site at Brownsville surveyed, organized a company to sell lots and purchased all of the American government’s surplus steamships. They were caught up in a whirlwind of activity.

“Are you sure that figure is correct?” Hawkins asked.

A rare smile passed over Steele’s face. “Yes. A fifty percent rate of return on new investments is correct. We may never see anything like it again.”

“Our ships are at full capacity bringing people and cargo up the river,” John pointed out. “What’s your rough estimate as to the value of merchandise we will transport up the Rio Grande this year?”

“If it keeps up at this pace, ten to fourteen million dollars’ worth of supplies and that’s just the total that goes through customs, not counting smuggling,” Steele emphasized. “Gentlemen, we are in the midst of a boom that we never saw coming.”

They discussed various business deals for the next hour before Steele departed for a meeting. John and Allen were more than partners now, a lasting friendship had been added to their everyday dealings and they trusted one another completely.

“Anything new involving Heather?” Allen asked.

John shook his head, no. “I make trips to Corpus Christi at least twice a month. We both love each other, but she won’t go against her father’s wishes. She tells me to have patience, but it’s driving me crazy not being able to make love to her.”

“There’s always Lila Hastings. You say she’s still interested in rekindling your relationship. She’s one of the most sensuous women I’ve ever met. Maybe she’ll be content with a casual liaison now and then.”

Randolph gave his friend a skeptical look. “Lila has to control each and every person she comes in contract with. Her biggest complaint was that I wasn’t around enough to satisfy her needs and wants. Remember, she killed her husband when he was of no further use to her. I don’t want to end up with a bullet between my eyes.”

Allen grinned. “That’s a point well taken. What about Gloria Montrose?”

“I had dinner with her a couple of times and ended up in bed with her. She’s good looking and very nice, but she’s looking for a husband and I’m not interested in marrying her. I felt guilty, as if I was taking advantage of her,” John responded.

Gloria’s husband, Bill, started up a mercantile store in Brownsville, but Yellow Fever took his life, leaving his pretty wife to run the successful business.

“Your conscience gets in the way of you having a good time. However, I do have another woman I want you to meet. Cecilia’s good friend from Mexico City, Conchita Vargas, is here visiting. I think you’ll like her. She reminds me of Anna Villareal,” Allen indicated.

Allen Hawkins was seeing the daughter of Mexican Don Anselmo Flores who had huge land holdings south of Matamoros. Allen and Cecilia had been going together for nearly a year and were close to becoming engaged. John’s curiosity was aroused and they made plans to have dinner at Don Anselmo’s home in Matamoros.

“There’s one other item of business that I wanted to get your opinion on,” John noted. “Don Fernando Cabazos sent me a list of merchandise that he wants me to ship from Camargo down the river to the Gulf of Mexico and then transfer it to a large freighter destined for New Orleans. He says he needs to talk with me privately about the cargo. You know the man. Does he realize we don't participate in smuggling?” Randolph asked. 

Hawkins thought for a moment. “He knows we’re honest. It must be something else,” Allen replied.

“I sent a message to Don Fernando telling him I’d meet with him next week when our steamships go upriver,” John stated.

They chatted for a few minutes and then Hawkins departed. John was sitting behind his desk going over manifests for eleven steamships that would head up the Rio Grande the following day. The front door opened and a beautiful brunette in a red dress entered. She smiled, walked over to Randolph and put her hand on his shoulder.

“I understand you might be looking for a little companionship,” she said in a silky voice.

John’s face registered surprise, then he grinned. Before he could respond, the front door opened again and a smiling Diego Santiago walked in, accompanied by another lovely brunette in a blue dress. “No more work my friend! I have rented us two suites at the Palo Verde Hotel. Tonight will be excellent food, music, dancing and beautiful companions! Are you ready?”

“Yes I am,” Randolph replied without a moment’s hesitation, hurriedly rising from his chair.

***
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A week later, Diego and John sat on the third level of the steamboat, Ranchero, as it was about to tie up at the Camargo dock. Their business tactics and ethics were entirely different. Randolph paid all necessary Mexican tariffs, while Santiago had never paid tariffs on cargo in his life. 

John was respectful concerning conventional mores governing his life, while Diego was a free spirit, intent upon following his own desires without regard to ethical behavior. They had saved each other’s lives on several occasions during the Mexican War and this bound them together as brothers. The two men liked being together, knew they could trust one another and had developed a life-long friendship.

After the ship docked, the two friends rented horses and rode up the hill to the small community overlooking the San Juan River just before it emptied into the Rio Grande. They continued on to the Camargo Hotel and noticed armed men stationed at various positions along the main street and in front of the hotel when they arrived.

“What do you think?” John asked.

“They aren’t smugglers or bandits. These are vaqueros who work for the ranchos. I would guess Don Fernando Cabazos brought them,” said Diego. Santiago and Randolph walked up the stairs to the entrance of the old two-story wooden hotel and were stopped by a tall vaquero with a bushy moustache.

“I’m here to see Don Fernando Cabazos,” Randolph stated. “My name is John Randolph and this man is Diego Santiago.”

The tall vaquero’s eyes narrowed as he recognized Diego. “I know you, Santiago! My name is Jose Ebano. My sister is Margarita Ebano!” he announced loudly.

Diego shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know you and I don’t know your sister.”

Ebano’s eyes flashed anger. “You don’t even remember, do you? We caught you with my sister at a fiesta in town. You’d taken her to a rundown hotel and had her clothes off when we broke down the door. Remember now?” Ebano asked loudly. Diego’s expression indicated he was about to draw and shoot the vaquero.

Randolph quickly stepped between the two men. “That’s enough from both of you,” John yelled. “Jose, go tell Don Fernando that I’m here!”

Don Fernando Cabazos came through the doorway, walked quickly to his vaquero and grabbed him by the arm. “Get hold of yourself,” he told his man. Ebano looked startled, turned and walked away.

“Follow me, gentlemen,” Cabazos declared. The three men quickly walked through the front door, across the lobby and into a small meeting room where guards were posted on either side of the entrance.

“Please have a seat,” the dignified rancho owner requested. Cabazos was in his late fifties, had salt and pepper colored hair, a long face and large brown eyes. He was of medium height and was dressed in a beautiful dark blue short jacket and matching tight fitting pants. Gold colored thread was woven in patterns on the jacket front and the pants had gold buttons up each side. The men took chairs around a small rectangular table.

“Your partner, Allen Hawkins, is a friend of mine,” the Don explained. “He’s an honest man and I like him. Your company has an excellent reputation. But I’m concerned about the man you brought with you, Diego Santiago.”

Diego looked angry. “I don’t like being insulted. I’m only here at John’s request. I’ll wait outside for you,” he said sharply as he got up from his chair.

“No,” Randolph told his friend as he grabbed him by the arm. “Don Fernando, this man is a very good friend, in fact he saved my life twice. He’s a smuggler, but he’s not a thief and he’s not a robber. He just makes his money differently than you and I do. Diego is my eyes and ears in Mexico and I trust him completely. If you want me to assist you in some manner, Diego must be included.”

Cabazos studied Randolph for a few moments, made his decision and glanced at Diego. “I apologize, Mr. Santiago. Please sit down and I’ll explain why I’ve asked you to meet with me.”

The Don’s large, dark brown eyes moved from John to Diego and back again as he spoke. “Many men have returned from the war trained in the art of killing. They are putting this training to work as bandits not only in the United States, but also in Mexico as robbers, rustlers and hired killers. These thieves and cutthroats are now terrorizing the ranchos, mines and businesses along the Rio Grande and in the interior of Mexico. They are particularly active around Monterrey and some of the most notorious bandits have ranchos there.”

Randolph nodded his head in understanding. “It’s also becoming a very serious problem on the American side of the border. Authorities can’t cross the Rio Grande when chasing the bandits and rustlers, because it’s now an international border. Mexico has become a safe haven for these robbers and murderers who strike freely in the United States and dart back across the border.”

Cabazos appeared nervous. “There’s virtually no law enforcement on the Mexican side. The army has been withdrawn to central Mexico and there are no police, except for town marshals and their deputies. My friends and I believe we are going to have to police the community ourselves. In order to do this, we need more modern guns. The old muskets are ineffective and slow to reload. Hand-guns are single shot and again slow to reload. What we need are modern rifles and the new five-shot Colt revolvers. Our men and older boys can be trained in the use of these new weapons to fight off bandits and Comanches when they come south on their killing raids,” Cabazos emphasized.

Santiago spoke for the first time. “Those weapons are expensive and the Mexican government prohibits the importation of guns.”

“We realize that, but what choice do we have? If we don’t arm and defend ourselves our people will continue to be raped, tortured and murdered,” he stressed. The Don sat back in his chair and exhaled sharply. “Here’s how you can help us, for a fee, of course. We have raised nearly five hundred thousand pesos in gold and silver and have made arrangements through our friends to purchase the weapons in New Orleans. I think you can see how your company can be of great service to the Mexican people.”

Randolph moved his head from side to side in a negative manner. “There’s no way I could legally transport guns into Mexico. My partners and I have always stayed away from any kind of smuggling.”

“That isn’t our only dilemma. We have gathered the gold and silver bullion at various locations in Monterrey. We need to transport it all to Camargo, then down the Rio Grande to the gulf and from there to New Orleans. Word may have already leaked out, making the task even more difficult,” Cabazos maintained.

“There are no secrets in Mexico. Family is all important and relatives talk to relatives about everything. Even in Matamoros, I heard rumors about a large amount of money being gathered in Monterrey. But no one knew what for,” Diego observed. “If I heard rumors, you can bet that Raul Escobar and Victoriano de la Garza have heard the same rumors.”

The Don’s eyes reflected fear and he suddenly lost his train of thought. “Mother of God,” he exclaimed. “They are the worst of the robbers and murderers in northern Mexico and they have many followers.”

A worried, fearful look was etched on his face, he began sweating, drops of perspiration running down his forehead. John and Diego looked at one another and they both reached the same conclusion. “I can help you get the money to New Orleans and the guns back to the Rio Grande,” John emphasized.

“And I can help you get them into Mexico and on to Monterrey, for a price,” Diego pointed out and grinned. 

Don Fernando smiled, his face showing signs of relief. “For a price, of course,” he replied.
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Chapter 3
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Raul Escobar dismounted from his white stallion and walked quickly to the campfire where he greeted his old friend, Victoriano de la Garza. The men clapped each other on the back, laughed and joked with one other, before they entered a tent and sat in canvass chairs. The men in their entourages milled around the campfire renewing old friendships.

Escobar had dark piercing eyes, a long face, carefully trimmed moustache and Vandyke beard. He wore a short black velvet jacket and matching tight trousers loaded with silver buttons and silver colored lace. His sombrero was heavy with silver embroidery and his two black holsters displayed silver studs. Raul was in his late thirties and was known for his boldness, quick wits and inventive cruelty.

The man sitting opposite him, Victoriano de la Garza, was equally impressive with his thin beige buckskin jacket and tight buckskin trousers, both trimmed with gold buttons and gold colored thread. His cream-colored sombrero had gold embroidery and gold lace around the edge of the hat. De la Garza had light brown eyes, a broad face, high forehead and prominent nose. The outlaw leader was clean shaven, had a heavy build and outweighed Escobar by twenty pounds. Victoriano’s unique eyes, almost translucent, conveyed the impression he was looking through the person he was talking to, often creating an uneasiness in the other man. He was thoughtful, careful and deliberate, but just as deadly as a rattle snake.

Both men fought under General Santa Anna as
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