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The tall, raw
boned man sat on his horse watching the wagons below him. He sat on
a small rise surveying the vast plain ahead of him and as far as he
could see nothing was moving except the people at the wagons. He
was concealed by some brush that was scarce enough in this country,
and he was not about to move until he was sure there would be no
danger. What were five covered wagons doing here?

He looked
around carefully again taking in the view the flat prairie country,
watching for any sign of movement. This was the heart of Indian
country and he knew a wrong move on his part could be his last.

As his gaze
went back to the wagons he could see that there were women and
children moving around among the men who stood talking beside the
wagons. He was curious, but not curious enough to be mistaken as an
intruder and perhaps shot. With the thought of being shot, his hand
went automatically to the butt of the gun on his hip.

It was a
gesture that always reassured him when he felt danger, and now he
was definitely having that feeling. He was riding from the law, and
by heading into Comanche country he hoped he would not be followed,
but now he was at the risk of meeting someone who might know
that.

He was good
with that gun, as a matter of fact he was very good with the gun, a
talent that brought him to where he was today. He could easily ride
around these people without being seen, but what were they doing
here with woman and children?

It was
something he could not ride around, he was having second doubts but
he could not ride away without at least warning them about the
Indians he had come across earlier in the day. There were ten of
them and they were from the Comanche tribe. He had managed to keep
out of their sight, which was a feat in itself, but these people
would not be as lucky.

He knew about
the Comanche because he had fought them many times, and he knew
that they would eventually discover this small wagon train. He left
the safety of his hiding spot and rode slowly down the hill toward
the wagons. He continued along carefully to the group of men who
had seen him coming and gathered to meet him. When he was close
enough he noticed that none of them were wearing pistols, and there
was not a rifle showing among them.

“What the devil
are you folks doing out here?”

They looked at
him a little puzzled, and the man who he assumed was the leader
stepped forward as the tall rider dismounted. The man held out his
hand.

“My name is
Jedidiah Stoltz we were just about to have a meal, would thee join
us.”

The tall rider
took the hand offered him, and for a moment he thought about giving
him a false name. Then he realized they would have had no way of
hearing about him being wanted by the law, and since he planned on
riding on anyway it would not matter.

“I’m Taggert, I
don’t mean what are you doing right now, I mean what are you doing
here with these woman and children.”

The man looked
at him as if he were bewildered.

“We are on our
way to a new home in a new part of the land, but our two guides
took our money and guns and left us here. We are trying to decide
which direction we should travel.”

Taggert walked
past him and over to the cook fire where two of the women were
preparing the meal. He stepped past them and kicked the wood from
the fire putting out most of the flames. He turned to the men who
had followed him and were now even more bewildered.

“This is the
heart of Comanche country and the smoke from that fire will draw
them like flies to honey.”

Now he looked
around more carefully.

“Take those
white canvas covers off those wagons, they are like waving flags
out here in the prairie. How long have you been sitting here like
this?”

Two of the men
had already started to remove the wagon canvas while Jedidiah
talked to him.

“What do you
mean Comanche Country? The Baxter boys said this was a shortcut and
a safe route.”

Taggart looked
around again at the women and children.

“When did you
say those men left you here?”

Jedidiah
pointed up the road.

“About an hour
ago and they headed back that way.”

Taggert walked
toward his horse.

“Have your men
cut what brush they can find and stack it up against the wagons for
cover, and don’t light any more fires until I get back!”

Before Jedidiah
could ask any questions he was mounted and gone. It was coming on
nightfall and he figured he would catch up to them as they camped
for the night…and he was right. He smelled the smoke before he saw
the fire and dismounted far enough back that they would not hear
his horse approaching.

The two men
were squatted by the fire when he stepped up to the edge of the
firelight.

“Howdy”

The two men
jerked upright with their hands going for their guns.

“Whoa boys,
take it easy. How about a cup of that coffee?”

They relaxed a
little when they saw that he did not have a gun drawn, and the
taller and older of the two motioned him to come closer.

“Come on in, we
can spare a cup of coffee.”

Taggart didn’t
move.

“And with that
coffee I’ll take the money and guns that you took from those
pilgrims you left back yonder.”

The two men
stiffened again with their hands moving closer toward their
guns.

“Who do you
think you are coming in here like this? It appears to me that you
are outnumbered and out gunned.”

They all just
stood there for a minute. Taggert had never been one to brag about
the reputation he had earned as a gunman, in fact he hated living
with that reputation, but now it might come to good use.

“Well my name
is Taggert and I’m here to tell you I came for their money and
guns.”

The tall man
stiffened a bit.

“Would you be
‘Tag’ Taggart?”

Taggert
smiled.

“My friends
call me Tag, but you ain’t my friends, so let’s have that money and
guns!”

He could see in
the eyes of the big man that he was not about to give in, and as
his hand moved toward his gun, Taggert drew. Before either of them
could get their guns out, he had them covered with their hands
still on their guns and they knew they were looking death in the
eye.

Taggert took a
step forward.

“Unbuckle those
gun belts and let them drop.”

Both of the men
did as he said and their guns hit the ground.

“Now get me the
money!”

The younger of
the two men reached behind him and picked up a pair of saddlebags
and tossed them toward Taggert.

He carefully
reached down to scoop up the bags.

“Now step back
from the guns and have a seat on those rocks.”

He picked up
the two gun belts and went over to their horses and hung them and
saddlebags on one of the horses and then started to leave with the
two horses in tow.

The big man
jumped up.

“You can’t take
our horses and guns and leave us afoot in Indian country!”

Taggert stopped
and turned around.

“That’s exactly
what you did to those people with their woman and children, with a
little luck you might be able to make it out of here alive.”

He turned and
walked into the darkness, feeling sure they would not follow him.
It was almost midnight when he arrived back at the wagons and even
though it was a full moon he had a little trouble finding them in
the dark. He was glad to see that they had done as he suggested and
cut some brush to help conceal themselves.

Jedidiah was
awake when he rode up and he handed him the saddlebags and tied the
two extra horses on the back of one of the wagons.

“Here is you
money and a few extra guns.”

As Jedidiah
took the saddlebags, Taggert noticed the young girl standing behind
him for the first time, and in the light of the full moon he could
see that she was lovely.

“This is my
daughter Abagail. Abigail, this is Mr. Taggert.”

She bowed her
head and made a slight curtsey as her father continued.

“Since her
mother passed two years ago she has been looking after me”.

Taggert stared
at her longer than usual for a simple introduction, and Jedidiah
didn’t miss the interaction between the two of them either. She
took his outstretched hand and for a moment they held that way,
until Jedidiah still holding the saddlebags spoke again.

“Did thee have
to kill those men to get this back? We are members of the Society
of Friends and we do not hold with taking of another’s life.”

Taggert let go
of the girl’s hand and pointed toward the horses.

“I didn’t kill
them, they gladly donated those horses and guns for you.”

He looked
around at the wagons.

“I suggest
that, even though it is late, you gather your men around because I
have something to tell them.”

It didn’t take
much time getting the men together as they had already started to
gather around the two men talking. When the last of the four other
men arrived Jedidiah stepped to the front of them making it clear
to Taggert who was the leader.

“As I told thee
we are members of the Friends and this is my family.”

Taggert was a
little uneasy, wondering how he was going to tell them what he had
to say.

“I understand
and respect your belief that all people are your family but…”

Before he could
continue Jedidiah interrupted.

“No Mister
Taggert, in this case thee does not understand. These are my
brothers, we are the Stoltz family.”

He pointed to
the first one in line.

“This is the
youngest, Bartholomew Stoltz, we call him Bart.”

And pointing
to the others, and as they stepped up he continued.

“This is Caleb
Stoltz and this finally is Ezekiel and Lazarus Stoltz”

Taggert took
each extended hand as they were introduced. He was shocked, he had
thought of them as just a group travellers, but now the thought of
the possibility of one whole family being killed by the Comanche
hit him hard.

“Jedidiah just
told me you are Quakers and that you don’t hold with killing, but
what I am going to tell you now might change your mind.”

He heard a
slight gasp from some of them and he continued.

“When I left
the Baxter boys and headed back here I passed the camp of the
Comanche scouting party I had seen earlier. They were camped on the
tracks of your wagons and you can be sure they will be here
tomorrow.”

Now the gasps
grew louder as he continued.

“I know that
you men have probably hunted and know how to handle guns and I
think we might be able to survive this, but it will mean you will
have to follow my directions exactly.”

He could tell
that there was some that were probably wondering who he really was
and why they should follow a man who just showed up out of nowhere,
and amid the grumbling Jedidiah spoke up.

“Listen to me,
he brought our money back when he had no real reason to do so, he
could have just kept riding, we at least owe him the respect to
listen.”

That quieted
them down and Taggert continued.

“Sometime
tomorrow morning there will be ten of the wildest and meanest
Comanche warriors anywhere around riding in here with only one
thing in mind, and that is killing all the men and older boys and
then doing things that are too unmentionable to your woman and
older daughters, and they may take two or three days doing that
before they brutally kill them. The younger of your children may be
kept alive to be brought up as Comanche themselves.”

He waited while
his words sank in, he knew that there were no people in this
country who had not heard about the atrocities that the Comanche
had inflicted on their enemy, and to them the white man was their
worst enemy. That quieted the crowd, which now included many of the
woman, and finally Jedidiah spoke again.

“As I told thee
we are ‘Friends’ and don’t hold with killing, if we leave now could
we not outrun them or perhaps lose them.”

Even as he
spoke he knew that the words he was saying were just wishful
thinking, he turned away from the people who were looking to him
for guidance and back to Taggert.

“What is it you
would have us do? It is against our teachings to kill another human
being.”

Taggert waited
a moment for his words to really sink in, but no one made a move or
comment.

“I stand before
you as a man who has done much killing, asking you to join me in
doing more. I killed men in the war fighting for a cause, I killed
men while I was a Texas Ranger fighting to protect other people’s
lives and I have done some killing since the Texas Rangers
disbanded, but only in protection of my own life. I am not asking
you to kill for the sake of killing, but for your families. I
understand that you have very strict religious beliefs and follow
the teachings of the Bible so I ask you to follow 1 Timothy 5:8 But if any provide not for his own, and especially
for those of his own house, he hath denied the faith, and is worse
than an infidel.”

He waited while they
stared, rather surprised at the fact that he could quote from the
Bible.

“What I’m asking you
to provide for your families is a chance for them to live.”

It was Jedidiah who
again took the lead.

“Tell us what thee
wants of us and we will provide what thee needs.”

Taggert
breathed a sigh of relief.

“First, I think
that the women should return to the children and get some sleep and
the men should come with me and arm themselves.”

The woman did
as told and the men gathered closer around as he distributed the
guns he had taken from the Baxters. Now they had five rifles and
three pistols including his, and he was hoping it would be enough.
He knew it would not do in a straight standoff fight against the
Indians, but he had another plan in mind, all he had to do is to
sell it to the men in front of him waiting for an answer.

If killing went
against their beliefs, then killing from ambush would be harder for
them to swallow, but he knew that is what they must do. He told the
men exactly what he was thinking, that they did not have enough
guns or ammunition to withstand an attack, and he reminded them
again exactly what it meant for the woman and children to be taken
by the Comanche.

He led them all
back up the trail to where he knew the Indians would be following
the wagon tracks and there he explained his plan. They must remain
concealed until all ten of the Indians were in the trap, and he
stressed to them that none of them must be left alive or be able to
escape. It was also imperative that none of the horses escaped
either, even if it meant shooting them. Neither an Indian nor one
of the horses must not be allowed to make it back to their main
village.

Now that he was
away from the women he explained that even if the plan worked
perfectly, they had just passed through the heart of Comanche
country and were very lucky that they were not detected before now,
and they would have days of travel left before they could consider
themselves out of danger.

The men
listened to the plan and he went about concealing each of them in
the position he wanted them in, with the admonishment that being
seen or shooting before he did would mean their death and the death
of their families. The hours were passing quickly and when he had
the last man in place he went back up the trail and concealed
himself.
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As he sat
watching the dawn breaking, he thought about another time when he
was concealed waiting for Comanche. He was eight years old when the
attack started and he remembered his father hobbling toward the
house with a Comanche arrow in his lower leg and he watched out the
door as his mother fired a rifle at the approaching Indians.

His mother and
father both began firing out the window slits they had made for
that purpose but they must have known that the fight was futile as
his mother hurried him and his sister down through a hatch in the
floor to the root cellar below. There they waited quietly as the
firing continued, until it finally stopped altogether. Then the
smoke started to fill the cellar. He held his young sister tightly
as the choking smoke swirled around them. In desperation he tore up
strips of a flour bag and dipped it in water for them to hold on
their faces to breathe through, but it was too late for his
sister.

He was still
sitting there holding her lifeless body when he heard someone
speaking English and he yelled out until they found the still
smoldering trap door. He was remembering holding his sister when
the snort of a horse brought him back to the present.

He peered from
his spot and there they were coming slowly, following the tracks of
the wagons. He counted as nine of them rode by and now he was
worrying, if they didn’t get all ten of them it would be no time
until the rest of the tribe was down on them.

He waited as
the nine riders rode up to where the men were waiting in hiding, so
far they had done exactly what he said and he only hoped they would
continue to do that. Then he heard a slight noise over his right
shoulder. It was the tenth rider who had come in a different way
than the others, and now he was within ten feet of his hiding
spot.

They sighted
each other at the same time but before the Indian could get his
rifle up a bullet from Taggert’s gun took him in the chest knocking
him backward off the horse. The second shot dropped the horse just
as fast, and before the echo of the second shot ended all hell
broke loose with firing from all sides. He saw four of the braves
go down in the first volley and three more fell as they fled back
toward him.

Now the two
remaining warriors were riding fast and low toward his spot. He
stood up, and with careful aim he first shot one horse and then the
other, and as the two riders tumbled in the dirt toward him he
fired two more shots which brought each of them down.

He looked back
up the trail and there he saw the men gathering the remaining live
horses. He carefully counted the horses and men laying on the
ground, and with the live horses that were now in the hands of the
men, it added up.

He walked back
up the trail as the men hobbled the remaining horses, he had never
met any Quakers but he had heard about them and their ways, and he
was not sure that they would be able to go against their teachings,
but he was pleased at the way they had performed. He knew that
because they dressed differently and had different ways they were
often persecuted by those who did not understand those ways.

He did not
speak of it again now, but the task ahead of them was going to be
just as hard as the one they had just performed. They were on the
western edge of the Comanche country and could not risk going back
the way they came without being seen by the Comanche, it had been
pure luck that got them this far undetected. That left the only the
route open, forward to the west.

Taggert had
ridden into this country before with the Texas Rangers and although
he had never been past this point he had once seen a map which
showed that the western edge of the Staked Plains had a drop off
like the eastern edge, which was called The Caprock.

The plains they
were on were the Llano
Estacado, but were most commonly
called The Staked Plains by the white man, and although he had not
been further west he knew from the map he had seen that on the
southern edge of the plains there was a steep escarpment which was
a drop of about three hundred feet.

Knowing the way
to the west led into Kiowa country, he would have to find a trail
that led to the south out of the high plains and down to the route
they should have been on. He felt sure the Baxter boys had fully
intended to rob them and had driven them deep enough into Comanche
country where they would be found and killed, leaving no
witnesses.

He didn’t want
it, but now he felt it was his responsibility to lead these people
out of danger. He was not sure how he was going to do that, but he
could not let them know he was worried about it. A plan was
formulating in his mind and now his task was to keep their spirits
up and get them to go along with it. He went out to where Jedidiah
and the boys were cleaning up and concealing the bodies.

“We need to
have a talk, so gather the boys together.”

When they were
all around, and still well off in hearing distance from the women,
he started.

“You men did a
good job of saving your lives and the lives of your family, but
this is only the beginning of it. I’ve ridden this far into this
country with the Texas Rangers, but I’ve been no further to the
west, and that is the direction you will have to go to find a route
down off this high plateau.”

Jedidiah
interrupted him before he could finish.

“We were hoping
that thee would lead us out of here.”

There it was,
Taggert knew that it would probably come to this.

“Well boys, I
will lead you as best I can, but only on the condition that all my
orders are followed to the letter by all members of the group.”

They all nodded
quickly as he continued.

“We will be
riding into Kiowa country and since we have a full moon we will be
travelling at night. There must be absolutely no hunting for game
so draw out a couple of those dead horses and cut the meat into
thin strips for drying.”

He pointed
around to the dead horses and then surveyed the wagons.

“Leave the
wagons concealed as they are now and absolutely no fires during the
daylight hours. When darkness comes light some small concealed
fires and cook the meat, it’s something we used to do when riding
hard and fast. I’ll ride out now, and you be ready to travel around
ten o’clock.”

Jedidiah walked
back to the wagons with him and he looked in each wagon for the
first time as he passed them. One contained only farm implements
and tools, one had bags and bags of what he assumed were root
vegetables and cases of bottled supplies and the other three held
small trees, each with their roots bound by burlap bags. He found
it interesting that there were no household items such as tables,
chairs and dressers among any of the wagons.

“Take
everything out of these wagons except the food and water, we need
to lighten the loads.”

Jedidiah
stopped in his tracks.

“Mister
Taggert, we said we would follow thy orders, but this is something
we cannot do. We are farmers and if we do not have the items in the
wagons we are nothing. Thee have said we will be travelling at
night and the going will be slow, so loaded wagons can travel as
fast as empty wagons at that pace.”

Taggert shook
his head and walked toward his horse with Jedidiah on his
heels.

“I’d be honored
to ride with thee, if thee will have me.”

Taggert looked
at him for a minute wondering if he thought that he might just ride
on and leave them like the Baxters did, but it didn’t bother him
any if that was the reason. As they readied themselves Abigail was
getting some food ready for them, and as he saddled one of
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