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In a cabin by the Brazos, a
black man kneels, holding the body of his infant daughter in his
arms. After the burying, after the mourning, Nate Wagoner will do
what he must do. Riding bareback on a mule, hardened to the taunts
and indignation of his neighbors, he will set out to hunt down the
Comanches who killed his child and rode off with his wife and two
elder daughters.

It is a journey that will take
him through a land blazing with hatred – between the Anglos and the
Mexicans, Comanches and Kiowas. To those who cross his path, he
will become known as Walks Without a Soul, and his legend as a
hunter and fighter will spread from the Staked Plains to the
Arkansas River. But it is in the dust, blood and fury of the trail
ahead that Nate will discover who he really is and where he really
stands – as a husband, a father and a man.
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For Lana

Twenty years is a long time; thank you for
being.


Chapter One

An ice floe born of more than the chilled
nip of the early October morning shivered through Nate Wagoner’s
veins and shuddered down his spine.

In a dark niche along the lowest row of a
neatly stacked cord of mesquite and cedar came a flash of copper, a
shifting glint caught in the yellow light of an awakening sun.

Copperhead! The brief flash, the
movement—Nate needed no more to identify the venomous snake coiled
within the woodpile.

“Daniel!” Nate’s gaze shot to his son, who stood a stride
away from the hidden viper. “Freeze, Daniel! Don’t you take another
step, boy. Don’t even twitch a muscle!”

The sternness of his father’s
command wrenched the ten-year-old boy upright. Like a statue of a
child poised to take a tentative step, Daniel stood rigidly. Only
his fear-rounded eyes moved, rolling to find his father, who stood
at the doorway to a settler’s shack twenty feet to the
left.

“Don’t
move, son.” Nate outstretched both arms, hands held palm out with
fingers splayed to reinforce the caution in his voice. “There’s a
copperhead coiled in the wood two feet from your toes.”

Daniel’s throat bobbed as he swallowed hard.
His eyes shifted again, this time to search the weathered gray of
the split wood for the poisonous snake that remained concealed in
its dark cubbyhole.

“Don’t
move, boy. He’s just waking up and probably ain’t even noticed you
yet.” A soothing calm replaced the sternness in Nate’s voice while
he eased a hoe from two wooden pegs embedded in the front of the
shack. “He ain’t going to bother you none ’less you give him
reason. He just coiled himself up in that woodpile last night to
keep warm. He ain’t going to pay you no never mind ’less you go
moving about like some kind of fool.”

Nate tried to believe his own words. In
truth Daniel’s approach and not the warmth of the rising sun
probably had aroused the sleeping copperhead.

“Pa?”
Daniel questioned, his eyes still probing the nooks and crannies of
the woodpile. “I can run fast. I can ...”

“Quiet, boy!” Nate cautiously stepped along the front of his
home, hoe clenched tightly in his fists. “Don’t you even think
’bout running. Just listen to your daddy. Everything’s going to be
all right, you hear?”

Daniel’s Adam’s apple bobbed
again with the dryness of another hard swallow. The boy’s head
nodded ever so slightly, and he whispered, “I hear.”

“Good,
’cause I’m right behind you with a hoe. Soon as that snake pokes
his head out, I’ll whack it off quick and clean.” Nate’s slow
maneuvering brought him to within an arm’s length of his youngest
son’s back. “Just draw in a breath slow and easy like, then let it
go the same way. And don’t go moving on me now.”

The pounding of Nate Wagoner’s
temples doubled its panicked pace. A flat triangular head of
glinting copper scales pushed from the security of the woodpile. A
black, forked tongue flicked from the poisonous snake’s mouth to
smell the cool morning air.

Sweet Jesus! Half raised, the hoe trembled
in Nate’s hands while fine beads of sweat prickled across his dark
forehead. There was no possible way he could get at the snake from
this angle—not without taking off one of Daniel’s bare toes in the
process!

“Easy,
son,” Nate whispered softly and steadily, ignoring visions of the
copperhead abruptly lashing out, sinking curved fangs into his
son’s vulnerable flesh, and releasing a flood of deadly poison into
Daniel’s young body. “Take it nice and easy, boy. We got to let it
come out a mite more before I can get at it with this here
hoe.”

Daniel’s head tilted a fraction of an inch
in acceptance while unspoken terror opened his saucer-round eyes
even wider.

Atop a mottled patterned neck of cream, tan,
and copper, the snake extended its head outward. That black tongue
constantly flicked, nervously tasting the air around it. For a
moment the copperhead paused, head arching upward, tongue
stopping.

“Pa?”
The softness of Daniel’s voice could not conceal his trembling
fear. “Pa, it’s going to—”

Nate caught himself, whispering
rather than snapping, “Quiet!” The last thing he wanted now was for
a sudden outcry from either himself or Daniel to startle the snake.
“Keep still, boy. He’s been sleeping all night and is just taking a
gander at the new day.”

Daniel remained motionless,
young eyes locked on the snake as its ugly head lowered once more.
Outward the slender reptilian neck arched, pulling a thick, sinuous
body from the pile of split firewood. A foot, two, three full feet
from its triangular head to tapered tail the mottled killer
undulated from side to side. The scales of its underbelly gripped
the ground moving it forward toward the dusty ebon of Daniel’s bare
foot.

A piteous moan pushed from the
ten-year-old boy’s trembling lips. His board-straight body went as
rigid as granite.

The copperhead’s thick body writhed against
the boy’s right foot, paused a moment as though surprised by the
warmth it found radiating from the strange-shaped mound that lay
across its path. The snake’s flat head wove right and then left
before it rose to slither across Daniel’s unprotected flesh.

“Pa?”
That single word was the terrible plea of child to parent to save
him from certain death.

“Hush!” was all Nate could say. Nor could he do more than
stare down at the copperhead while his pounding heart lodged itself
solidly in his throat. His mouth went cotton dry as a cold sweat
prickled over his body in a horrible counterpoint.

Its thick body constantly shifting, the
copperhead wove through the dusty sand between Daniel’s spread
legs. There was no hesitation in the snake’s movement now. It crept
forward as though it accepted man and boy as natural parts of the
Texas terrain.

One ... two ... three ... Nate judged the distance the copperhead inched
past his son’s left heel. He edged the hoe upward to extend it high
above his head. The knuckles of his black hands strained with the
power of his grip on the wooden handle. Four ...

The hoe sliced downward in a whistling arc
as every ounce of strength in Nate’s muscular arms drove it
home.

The hoe’s blade found its mark. With a solid
thud it struck. There was an instant of resistance as iron bit
through scale, flesh, and bone to sever the snake’s head cleanly
from its coppery-hued body.

“Pa!”
Unashamed relief voiced itself in Daniel’s cry.

The hoe fell from Nate’s
quivering hands as he threw open his arms to Daniel, who ran into
his father’s sheltering embrace. Legs abruptly gone liquid and
bladder suddenly aching, Nate sank to his knees and hugged his
youngest son close.

“It’s
over.” He desperately clung to Daniel’s small, trembling body while
his lips repeatedly kissed the side of the child’s head. “Ain’t
nothin’ goin’ to hurt you. Not while I’m here. It’s all right, boy,
you hear me?”

Nate’s walnut brown eyes rolled to the
ground. The copperhead’s body spasmodically coiled and flopped in
the sand. The snake’s still pumping heart futilely struggled
against the inevitability of death while precious life spurted from
its severed neck in an ever-weakening flow of crimson.

Anger flared to replace the relief that had
left Nate atremble only a heartbeat before. His caressing right
hand jerked into the air to firmly swat his son’s backside three
times in rapid succession. Daniel wailed in surprise; tears welled
in his eyes and rolled down his dark cheeks.

Grasping the ten-year-old by
the shoulders, Nate thrust him back at arm’s length to shake him.
“Don’t you ever do that again. Your ma and me didn’t birth you just
to have you go and get yourself kilt by some damned copperhead. I
cut you that cedar rod to prod the wood like I told you, and I
expect you to use it. You understand?”

His cries diminishing to sobbing shudders,
Daniel raised a small fist to his eyes and wiped away the tears. He
drew a shaky breath, rolled his eyes to his father, and nodded.

“Then
I’m takin’ you at your word. ’Cause next time me and that hoe might
not be so close. Now go fetch that firewood like your ma asked.”
Nate released his son and sent him on his way with another swat to
his bottom.

Daniel stiffly trotted to the
side of the house and hefted a long, smooth cedar branch leaning
against the wall. He then returned to the woodpile to probe the
dark crannies between the split logs to make certain no other
critters had taken up residence in the wood.

Better my hand than a snake’s
fangs. A
twinge of parental guilt shot through Nate’s chest as he stood. His
son tentatively rubbed a hand over his buttocks in an attempt to
remove the sting left by his father’s palm.

Strappings were not Nate’s way, nor were
switchings. A man who had felt the bite of the white man’s whip
never wanted his sons or daughters to know even a hint of the pain
and terror that was too often the lot of black-skinned men in this
country. Yet, Daniel was young, and, if he were to grow to a man,
had a lot to learn about Texas and her ways. A strong hand applied
to the seat of his pants on occasion taught a lesson that could
never be achieved with mere words.

“Nate?
Nate, what’s goin’ on out here? What’s got Daniel
squallin’?”

Running a hand through the thick mat of his
hair, Nate turned to the woman who stood in the doorway to the
house. Concerned furrows deeply creased a high forehead that lay
partially concealed by a red bandanna tied tightly about her
hair.

“Our
youngest son almost got hisself bit by a copperhead, Bessa.” Nate
pointed to the now-still snake.

“Daniel!” A mother’s worry lined Bessa’s delicate features
as she stepped from the house and bustled toward the
boy.

Arms opened wide, Nate caught
his wife and hugged her closely to him. “Let him be. Ain’t no
damage done, ’cept maybe to his pride.” He playfully swatted her
backside to emphasize his meaning.

Bessa tilted her head to the
side to avoid a kiss meant for her lips and raised a reprimanding
eyebrow. “You ain’t been beatin’ the boy, have you, Nate Wagoner?
I’ll take my fry pan to the side of your head if n you been
switchin’ Daniel.”

Nate glanced at his son, then
back to his wife, his face splitting from ear to ear in an ivory
grin. “Probably wear my handprint on his rump for the rest of his
life—or at least until he gets into the house with that armload of
wood.” Bessa stamped a foot and tried to wiggle free of her
husband’s encompassing embrace. “For good measure I ought to whop
you ...”

Her protest died in a muffled sigh as Nate’s
mouth found hers. Her arms slid around his back, clutching to him
as enthusiastically as he held her slim body.

When their lips parted, Bessa’s
eyelids fluttered open to reveal sparkling eyes as black as lumps
of coal. A coy smile upturned the corners of her mouth. “That ain’t
always going to work with me, you know.”

“Been
workin’ for nigh on to sixteen years now. Don’t see no reason for
things to be changin’.” Nate’s right hand rose, his fingertips
tenderly caressing his wife’s cheek. He lightly kissed her lips
again. “You’re still a mighty handsome woman, Bessa. As pretty as
that skinny little gal Master Campbell first brought to my bed back
in Galveston.”

“Listen to you astandin’ here
sweet-talkin’ at this hour of the mornin’. You ought to be ashamed,
Nate Wagoner. You a growed man with five childrens. Next thing
you’ll be suggestin’ is that you and me should go traipsin’ out to
those bushes over yonder together!” There was a bite to her words,
but her tone was sweet and purring like a fat cat getting her ears
scratched.

“Mighty fine way to begin a day. Find us a bed of fresh,
green clover ...”

Grinning shyly like a young
girl being courted by the first beau to catch her eye, she shoved
away from her husband. “Go on with you. Ain’t neither of us got the
time to be rollin’ in the clover. ’Specially me! I got a kettle of
mush hung above the fire and five kids and a husband to
feed.”

“Then how about tonight when our
sons and daughters are sleeping?”

Bessa’s grin widened with
obvious delight. “Now you’re layin’ plans for something that can’t
happen. You done told Ben y’all were goin’ to set snares this
eve.”

“Them
javelinos ain’t goin’ nowhere. They can wait until tomorrow night.”
Nate smiled. “A man and a woman needs their time
together.”

Bessa’s dark eyes rose to her
husband, and her lips parted hesitantly. “Then we’ll see about
tonight—after the childrens are sleepin’.”

“That
we will,” Nate laughed, realizing the wordplay had concluded as it
had always ended during their sixteen years together. “That we
will!”

“Now
you and Daniel come along inside, if you don’t want your breakfast
to scorch.”

Bessa spun about on the balls
of her bare feet, setting her gray sackcloth dress swishing
rhythmically around her long legs, and walked back to the house.
She paused outside to stood and lift the pail of morning milk Nate
had left by the door. Casting a beaming smile over a shoulder at
her husband, she stood and disappeared inside.

Warmth nestled deep in Nate’s
chest while his gaze followed his wife. He had not lied to her;
she was still as pretty as the day their former owner had brought
the skinny fifteen-year-old girl to the cabin of a stout buck who
had seen eighteen summers. Just watching the movement of her lithe
body then had set his blood afire with desire. It still
did.

Neither had expected that first night, when
they had been no better than the white man’s breeding stock, to
stretch all the way from Galveston to their life here beside the
Brazos River. Nor had they known that love would root itself firm
and solid in their hearts, binding them as man and woman, husband
and wife.

Waving Daniel ahead of him,
Nate followed his son inside their home. Nate’s gaze moved over the
house’s large main room. To be certain it was no better than other
homes built on Texas’s western frontier. Then it was no worse. Nate
had seen to that with his own hands and his own sweat.

The walls were in fact two walls constructed
from cedar and oak limbs woven among cedar posts set deep in the
ground. The eight-inch space between the wooden barriers was filled
with rock and dirt. While not the brick and board of Galveston
mansions, the walls kept out the bitter winter wind while cooling
the house beneath an unforgiving Texas sun during the long
summer.

Bessa’s pride was the single glass window,
complete with curtains sewn from white flour sacks, that looked out
from the front of the house toward the Brazos and the greenery that
flourished along its banks. Nate had traded five plucked turkeys
and four tanned deer hides for the frame and four plates of
slightly blue-tinted glass. The steep price was well worth the
contented smile he saw on Bessa’s face each time his wife stood at
the window.

Tables and chairs placed about the room had
been hewed by Nate’s hands, including Bessa’s rocker that sat by
the stone hearth. Once the floor had been laid with split logs.
After a month he had consigned the logs to the woodpile. A
well-packed earth floor contained far less splinters and offered no
refuge for nesting scorpions.

A door at the back of the room opened onto
two small bedrooms: one for the children, the other for Bessa and
him. Like the chairs and the tables, the beds in those rooms had
been shaped by Nate’s hands.

“Come
get your breakfast ’fore it gets cold.” Bessa summoned him to a
rough-hewn table set near the hearth. She placed a tin can beside
his steaming bowl of mush. “This is the last of the ribbon-cane
syrup we traded for last fall.”

“Flowers’s store still had a pail or two last time Ben and I
rode in. I’ll get one Saturday.” He poured a dark layer of syrup
over the cornmeal mush, then ladled a dipper of milk atop that,
before pushing milk and syrup down the table. “Speaking of Mr.
Flowers, Ben, I want you to skin that copperhead outside. It’ll
bring a few pennies in trade.”

His oldest son Benjamin glanced
up as he prepared his own bowl of mush. At fifteen, Ben was rapidly
developing into a younger version of his father. He matched Nate’s
six-foot height and promised to sprout another inch before he
reached his next birthday. The thick muscles that strained his
shirt sleeves were already those of a man rather than a
boy.

It was not just himself that Nate saw in his
firstborn. Those high cheeks and dark, clear eyes belonged to
Bessa. Ben also had inherited his mother’s thin nose and mouth.

Ben nodded. “I’ll get to it
before we head to the fields, Pa.”

“You
do that now. ’Cause it might bring enough to buy some peppermint
sticks. Although I never knowned anybody in this house to have a
taste for peppermint,” Nate said.

“Peppermint!” was chorused by his daughters Mary and Eve,
whose excited eyes rolled to their father.

“You’re not just teasin’ us, are you, Pa?” This from Mary,
whose thirteen years had sobered her with the reality of their hard
life. Like her mother, whom she favored more and more with each
passing day, she knew money, even pennies, was difficult to come
by.

“If n
you buy me a stick of candy, I’ll even share it with Daniel,” piped
eight-year-old Eve, her wide, round eyes sparking with a touch of
the devil. “I always share, just like Ma tells us. I ain’t like
Daniel, who ain’t never given nobody a lick of his
candy.”

“I
gave you a bite of my piece of cake last Christmas,” Daniel
answered sheepishly.

“Ain’t
the same thing, Daniel,” Eve retorted. “Peppermint’s
special.”

“Children!” Bessa called her family to silence while she
took her place at the table with her youngest daughter,
eighteen-month-old Naomi, in her arms. “I thought when I have y’all
names from the good book some of that goodness would take on
you.”

Bessa’s gaze crossed the table
to her husband. “You ain’t got no right talkin’ about peppermint.
It costs too much.”

“Way I
figured it, Daniel and I earned it this morning.” Nate glanced at
his youngest son and winked. “‘Sides, ain’t none of us had
peppermint in a month of blue moons.”

“I
thought we already decided what we’s goin’ do with all the money we
make?” Bessa’s words were a question, but her tone that of a final
decision. “Have you talked with Master Turner yet? Ben’s not
getting any younger.”

“I
plan to talk with Master Turner after the oats are in, when I see
what I get for them,” Nate answered. “Until then a few pennies for
stick candy ain’t going to make any difference one way or the
other.”

Bessa said nothing as she poured milk and
syrup into her bowl. However, Nate noticed Ben carefully kept his
eyes averted, staring at the table rather than looking at his
mother or father.

He knows what we’re talking
about Nate
realized that his oldest had overheard Bessa and him talking about
finding their son a wife. They would have to give Master Turner the
hundred dollars they had saved over the years to buy a young girl
for Ben. I’ll have to talk to Ben ’fore I speak to Master Turner. Maybe he’s got his
eye already set. He seemed to take a shine to Master Wilson’s young
house girl last Christmas.

“Nate,
it’s your turn to give the blessin’,” Bessa interrupted his
thoughts. “Children, bow your heads while your daddy
prays.”

Nate watched while each of his
sons and daughters did as their mother said, then saw Bessa smile
approvingly and do the same. It was moments like this when he drank
in his whole family, felt the love binding them to him and him to
them that made life and all the trials it threw at a man worth the
struggling.

Lowering his own head, Nate Wagoner gave
thanks for the bounty the Lord had granted him. Each word he
reverently uttered, he meant with all his soul.


Chapter Two

Nate Wagoner slipped a forked
oak branch beneath a cowpaddy to flip it over on the ground. Assured
that the sun had baked the last moisture from the
eight-inch-in-diameter manure paddy, he reached down, lifted it,
and placed it inside a half-fill burlap bag that he dragged on the
ground behind him.

The cowpaddy, like the others in the sack,
would be stored in the barn until winter. On an icy January day
when a blue norther lashed across the plains like an invisible
knife that cut man and beast to the bone, he would bring all the
stored bags from the barn into the house. For a day, maybe two, he
and his family would labor diligently to second harvest the
undigested oats from the manure.

Grim distaste set the corners of his mouth
at the thought of the unrelished dirty task that lay ahead. Yet, it
was one that could not be shirked.

The grain handpicked from the
dried manure, after being soaked in water for a day to awaken
dormant kernels, would provide seed for his crop next year. The
remaining manure would be spread across his field to enrich soil
that was more rock and sand than fertile farming loam.

Five strides farther, Nate turned another
paddy over and passed it by. A wet brown spot on its bottom warned
that it needed at least another two days in the sun before it was
ready to be collected. Placing a moist paddy into a sack would
breed fuzzy, gray mold and taint both manure and seed. This natural
bounty was too precious to be so thoughtlessly and recklessly
ruined. Only when the Texas sun had sucked the last drop of
moisture from the manure did he gather a paddy.

Walking on, he found another cowpaddy
between two bone white limestone rocks that poked from the ground.
He flipped it, deemed it dry, and lifted it from the ground. Oats,
specks of yellow embedded in dusty brown, were scattered through
the hardened manure.

Oats, Nate smiled. He had chosen wisely
when he had selected oats as his money crop. In this harsh country
a man and his family might endure the rumblings of half-filled
stomachs throughout the hard winters, but livestock had to be fed.
A man’s horse, mule, and cows were the difference between life and
death along the Brazos River. That meant oats could always be sold
or bartered for necessities.

A smile spread across Nate’s blue-black
face. Not that oats had been his original choice for a crop. He,
like every man who came to this rugged country, had tried to raise
cotton. And he had watched it wither and die in the ground. This
sun-baked land was not the rich soil of East Texas. The cotton
fields he had worked until he was thirteen would never flourish
here.

The idea to try oats had come
from a tale he had heard spouted by two grizzled, old trappers who
had passed through his first winter along the Brazos. They had told
of Indian tribes who second-harvested grain from their horses’
manure, cleaned it, then used it in their own food.

The realization that human
beings could eat such and survive had sent him scouring Master
Turner’s pastures for cowpaddys. He and Bessa had hauled water from
the river daily to nurse their first crop into green life. Over the
years, that first acre had swelled to twenty of the twenty-five
Master Turner allotted him. Wooden barrels in a small mule-drawn
cart had replaced the buckets of water his wife and he had
hand-carried to the fields that first year.

“Pa!”
Benjamin hailed his father.

Nate turned to the right, facing his oldest
son, who approached with his younger brother in tow.

“Daniel got hisself into a paddy that was still a mite
ripe.” Ben hefted the boy’s right hand to display fingers and palm
covered with still-glistening green-brown manure.

Nate shook his head, thinking for the second
time that day that his youngest boy had so much to learn about
their life. If Daniel wasn’t into one thing, it was another. With
the dawning of each day, it was as though the boy awoke into a new
world, having forgotten everything his father had taught the day
before.

“It
’peared dry on the top!” Daniel loudly defended his messy
mistake.

“That’s what your stick’s for. You’re supposed to turn it
over ’fore pickin’ it up.” Ben made no attempt to hide his
exasperation. “Pa and I done told you that time and time again! You
got ears, why don’t you listen?”

“I
forgot,” the ten-year-old replied sheepishly. His eyes rolled
downward to escape his older brother’s harsh glare.

Amusement uplifted the corners of Nate’s
mouth. Not that many years ago, Ben had worried him as much as
Daniel did now. And Ben had come along just fine—developed into a
strong, young man who was capable of stepping into his father’s
shoes should anything happen to Nate.

“No
need to get riled.” Nate winked at his oldest son, then looked at
Daniel. “The stink’ll wash off. ’Sides, it’s time to take a break
and get a cool drink of water.”

“Hear
that? The stink’ll wash off.” Daniel grinned from ear to ear and
nudged his brother’s side with an elbow.

Ben grunted, rolled his eyes in disgust, and
stepped to his father’s side as they started over a rise toward a
creek that separated Nate’s land from that of his owner’s
property.

“Wait
up for me!” Tugging his burlap bag behind him, Daniel ran after the
two. He looked up at Nate when he reached his father’s left side.
“Ben says we’re slaves, Pa. He said Master Turner owns us. That
ain’t true, is it?”

“I
didn’t raise Ben and you to tell lies, did I?” Nate rested his hand
on the boy’s shoulder.

“But
it don’t make no sense.” Daniel shook his head. “How come we ain’t
got the same last name as Master Turner then? The black folks
around here that are slaves all got their masters’
names.”

“All
the black men in Texas are slaves, Daniel.” Nate’s chest
constricted as though a steel band tightened around it.

He did not like to think about the past.
Neither Bessa nor he talked about their former lives, even when
they were alone in their bed at night. He glanced down at Daniel.
The boy was old enough to hear the truth; he had a right to know
about the chains that once bound his mother and father.

“Master Turner’s a lot like the man who first owned me and
your mother. They don’t believe in givin’ no blacks their last
names. Master Campbell, who owned us back in Galveston, was a wagon
maker. He called all his guineas Wagoner. That’s where we got the
name. Master Turner kept it,” Nate explained when he and his sons
reached the stream.

“Then we’re all slaves?” Daniel said softly when he squatted by
the water.

Before the boy could shove his
hands into the creek, Ben grabbed him by the collar and maneuvered
him several feet to the right. “Wash your hands downstream from us.
Pa and I ain’t got no want to have our water seasoned with cow
manure!”

Nate sat on his heels, cupped his palms, and
pushed them under the cool water. He brought his hands to his lips
and drank, washing the dust from his mouth and throat. It took two
more handfuls before he quenched his thirst. Splashing water on his
face, he stood to let the sun’s evaporation cool his skin.

Silently Daniel squatted beside the stream,
rinsing the manure from between his fingers. A frown furrowed his
dark, young brow.

Nate’s chest tautened again. It was not an
easy weight for shoulders so young to carry. The knowledge that a
man was the property of another was never a light burden.

“Sometimes a soul can’t put too much faith in a name, boy.”
Nate walked to his son and settled on the ground beside him.
“Slave—freeman ain’t always what they sound like. They’s just words
that don’t always tell things the way they really is.”

Daniel looked at his father,
his eyes silently questioning.

“I
ain’t goin’ to lie to you, boy. Master Turner’s got the papers on
all of us. We’re legally his,” Nate explained. “But it don’t mean
the same as it would if we were still back in Galveston with Master
Campbell ownin’ us.”

Daniel dipped a hand into the
creek for a drink, then sat on the ground at his father’s side.
“You mean we’re really free?”

“For
all purposes.” Nate grinned and rubbed a hand over his son’s head.
“It ain’t no white man set us free. It’s this land that give us our
freedom.”

While Daniel and Ben listened,
Nate told how William Turner had purchased Bessa and him in
Galveston. “They had come into Texas from Alabama. Just married
they was and needing two blacks as house slaves. It was me and your
ma they chose.”

Nate chuckled remembering Bessa, her belly
already swelling with Ben. The Turners had thought that they had
struck quite a bargain, buying what would eventually be three
slaves for the price of two. That was before they saw the land on
which they were to build a new life.

“This land could barely support jackrabbits,” Nate said. “Master
Turner saw right off that he couldn’t afford to keep no house or
field slaves. So what he done was strike a bargain with me and
Bessa. He marked off twenty-five acres for us to farm and build a
home on. Said it was ours to do with as we please as long as he got
a tenth of what we grew. And, of course, we had to help with the
chores about his place on occasion.”

“Which
is why we help Master Turner bring in his crops,” Ben
added.

“And
why your ma does some washin’ and sewin’ for Missus Turner,” Nate
added. “And why we give Master Turner his portion of the game we
trap.”

“Then
we are free,” Daniel smiled.

“Just
as good as.” The tightness dissolved in Nate’s breast, and his
chest expanded with pride. “Don’t need no paper out here to make a
man free. It’s the land. Hard and mean, it makes men equal—white or
black.”

He explained that all the settlers who
brought slaves into this desolate portion of the Texas frontier
found themselves faced with a similar situation. They could not
afford to feed extra mouths so they gave their slaves land and a
life of their own.

“That’s why we tend our crops the way we do. It’s hard work
that can leave every muscle in your body achin’, but it’s freedom,
Daniel. It’s our freedom.” Nate pushed from the ground and stood.
“Speakin’ of work, time we was gettin’ back to ours.”

His sons beside him, Nate
strode back to the top of the rise where a mule and cart waited.
Taking two long-barreled single shot rifles from the cart, he
handed one to Ben, then tossed his manure sack within. The rifles
were solid evidence of how free they were here, Nate thought
proudly. In any other part of Texas a black man would have his
flesh flayed from his back for even holding a firearm, let alone
owning a rifle. But this was the western frontier, farmlands that
pushed back the borders of Comancheria, the Comanche-held plains. A
man without a rifle was as good as dead whether he was white,
brown, or black.

Ben and Daniel deposited their own sacks,
then stepped inside the cart behind their father. Nate lifted the
mule’s reins, holding them firmly in both his hands.

“Well
take this on down to the barn ’fore headin’ to the field. Save your
ma and the girls from havin’ to bring us out our lunch.” Nate
clucked the mule to life. A painful, dry squeak of protest shot
through his ears when the wheels began to roll. “Gonna have to
grease ’em this evenin’ ...”

“Pa.”
Ben tapped his father’s shoulder. “Master Turner’s
cows!”

Nate turned, his gaze following the line of
his son’s pointing finger. Twenty cows moved on a direct course
toward the lush green of growing oats!

“Damn!”

Nate reined the mule around, lifted a rope
whip tied to a cedar branch, and popped it against the animal’s
rounded, brown rump. With a protesting bray, the mule broke into a
trot. Across rut and rock, the cart bounced and jostled. Each
jarring vibration shot through Nate’s legs upward along each bone
of his body, threatening to rattle them apart.

“Ben,
Daniel! Head ’em off!” He shouted back to his sons.

The two leaped from the wagon. Arms flailing
the air and startling yowls whooping from their lungs, they ran
straight for the errant herd.

A red-spotted cow with swollen
udders that nearly dragged the ground and a black and white calf at
her side led the assault on the oat field. Her thick, square head
swung around to eye coolly the two humans who sprinted to intercede
themselves between her and the rich grazing mere yards ahead. A low
bellow rolled from her throat, and she hastened her
pace.

“A
rock!” Nate shouted. “Chunk a rock at her!”

Barely breaking his stride, Ben leaned down
and scooped a stone from the ground. When his legs stretched again,
his arm swung back then lashed forward. The rock hurled through the
air to strike the red-spotted cow squarely on the end of her
nose.

Ben lifted another stone from the ground,
but there was no need for the second missile. The lead cow bellowed
again, pivoted in a cloud of dust, and hastened away in the
direction she had come. The remaining animals wheeled about in the
next instant, following their leader and her calf back onto Master
Turner’s land.

“That was close!” Ben turned to his father when Nate pulled the
mule to a halt beside his oldest son. “If they’d’ve gotten into the
oats, we’d never run ’em out.”

“Goin’
to have to keep a sharp eye on Master Turner’s herd until we
harvest,” Nate nodded in agreement as he turned back to proudly
survey the acres of breeze-rippled green. “Grazin’ gettin’ sparse,
and our oats are lookin’ better every day to them cows. Wouldn’t
want to have to burn pear to keep our own stock alive this
winter.”

The stock he spoke of consisted
of the mule harnessed to the cart and three milk cows and their
calves. The bitter cold two winters ago had all but wiped out his
animals. For months Ben and he had struggled to keep them alive by
burning the needles off prickly pear cactus and feeding the animals
the broad flat leaves. Although lacking in nutrients, the pear
sustained mule and cows until spring rains brought grass pushing
from the sandy soil.

“How
many bushels an acre you reckon well get this year, Pa?” Ben asked
while his own gaze moved over the field of oats.

“I
smell somethin’ burnin’.” Daniel’s nose wrinkled.

“Burnin’?” Nate’s wide nostrils flared to draw in a deep
breath. The smoky aroma of smoldering wood filled his nose. “Smells
like Master Turner’s fired up his smokehouse. Don’t recall him
doin’ any slaughterin’ lately, do you?”

He glanced eastward from his
field. Beyond a cedar-sprinkled ridge, hidden from view, the Turner
place lay nestled within a double curve of the Brazos. Greasy smoke
curled in a cloud over the crest.

“Reckon I was mis ...”

Nate’s words trailed off. An icy chill
shivered up his spine. There was too much smoke for curing meat!
Farther to the east three other columns of black rose toward the
clouds.

His head jerked around. A fifth column of
smoke billowed above the rise behind him, blotting out half the
sky.

“No,”
he mumbled aloud, his mind refusing to accept what his eyes
saw.

The pouring smoke could come from only one
place—his home!
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