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Josh Sands was far from his
San Antonio station, but the fierce young Texas Ranger had sworn to
protect the entire Territory from her enemies—including the Mexican
warships unloading arms in the deadly swamplands along the Gulf of
Mexico.

The last thing the
hard-riding Ranger expected was to be corralled into Captain Isaac
Burton’s mad scheme for capturing the warships himself—with a
handful of men who had never so much as seen a rowboat.

But Josh had to pursue a
private vengeance as well: to hunt down a death-dealing devil known
as Cotton Blue; a vicious gunrunner who had killed Josh’s partner
in cold blood; killed for the same pleasure other men found in a
woman’s arms...
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Chapter One

Joshua Sands forced himself to remain calm
in spite of the danger he sensed. The heel of his right hand
casually rested on the broad horn of his Mexican saddle, fingers
lightly cradling braided reins. Unseen by the manacled man astride
a bay to his right, the young ranger’s left hand inched to the
handle of the .34-caliber Colt “Texas” snuggly tucked into his
belt.

Sands’ head did not turn, but his steel-blue
eyes shifted to the prisoner whose bay walked sandwiched between
Sands’ buckskin gelding and the dappled gray mare his fellow Texas
Ranger Dub Ferris rode. If Sands were in Beau Dupree’s shoes—facing
a hangman’s noose here in Louisiana—he’d make a break for freedom
now.

In another hundred yards, Dupree wouldn’t
have a chance at escape. Nor would Sands have to worry about the
accused killer any longer. As soon as Dub and he turned Dupree over
to the United States Army, the prisoner was their concern.

If it’s going to
happen, it’ll happen now. Sands took in the Louisiana terrain in a hasty
glance.

Ahead, perched atop a cleared rise, stood
the army’s camp. Canvas tents surrounded a weathered log cabin in
which Colonel William Martin was headquartered. Around the single
hill was dense forest that melted into a cypress bayou to the
north.

Sands’ attention returned to Dupree. All the
man had to do was throw himself on the neck of his horse, dig his
heels into the bay’s flanks, and ride hell-bent-for-leather to the
forest. Once in the trees, he’d have all the cover he needed from
ranger pistols and army rifles.

If he made it to the swamp,
he’d be so
lost in ten minutes that only a Cajun could drag him out again,
Sands realized. And Cajuns weren’t known for being neighborly,
especially when it came to aiding lawmen. Which means Dupree
doesn’t get a shot at making it to the bayou.

Sands’ sideways gaze returned to the
prisoner as Dub Ferris nudged his gray mare toward the army
bivouac. Dupree’s head turned to the right, then left, his gaze
longingly lingering on the forest to the north. The young ranger
could almost hear the thoughts running rapidly through the man’s
mind.

Dupree’s hands tightened on his reins; he
drew a long breath and held it. Tension shot through the man’s legs
as he prepared to spur the bay forward.

“Thinking about those
trees is all I’d do if I were you!” Sands punctuated his comment
with the double click of a thumb-cocked pistol hammer.

Dupree’s head jerked around. His eyes went
saucer wide as he stared down the barrel of Sands’ Colt.

“’Course you might prefer
a bullet to a rope,” Sands suggested. “The choice is
yours.”

Dupree’s chest deflated as he released a
deep breath in a long sigh. Defiance flashed in his watery blue
eyes for an instant, then faded in a shadow of resignation.

Dupree’s hulking frame made him a giant of
a man, standing at six-foot-four, four inches taller than Sands’
own height. He outweighed the lanky young ranger by at least fifty
pounds—all of which was muscle. One glance at the man’s
tree-trunk-sized arms left no doubt that Dupree’s strength equaled
his size.

Now, as Sands studied him, the
twenty-five-year-old fugitive from Louisiana justice looked like a
man crushed and defeated by the weight of centuries. A spring
breeze whipped at the man’s pale blond hair, which resembled dry,
barren sheaves of wheat.

“I think he’s decided to
take his chances with the hangman, Josh.” Dub Ferris glanced at his
fellow ranger, a grin flashing through the foliage of a thick red
beard. That grin widened as Dupree’s eyes shifted to him. “Wise
choice, Dupree. Who knows, a jury might believe your story. Doubt
it, though. People don’t take too kindly to a man who kills women
and children ... even here in Louisiana.”

“Sonsofbitches.” The curse
hopelessly slipped over Beau Dupree’s lips without the slightest
trace of venom. “Doesn’t matter how many times I tell you, does it?
I didn’t kill those folks. It wasn’t me that did it!”

“Don’t make no never mind
what we think,” Dub replied as they rode into the army camp. “It’s
a jury you’ve got to convince now.”

Sands carefully eased down the hammer of his
Colt and tucked the six-shot, revolving pistol back into his belt
when they halted before the log cabin. The flatboard door opened
and a blue-uniformed sergeant stepped out. He focused on Dupree’s
manacles before looking up at two buckskin-clad men on each side of
their shackled prisoner.

“S’pect you’re the two
Texas Rangers we heard were coming,” the soldier said.

“Dub Ferris and Joshua Sands,”
Dub replied with a nod as he reached into his shirt and withdrew a
leather pouch that he handed to the sergeant. “Those are the
extradition papers, and this here’s Beau Dupree, delivered courtesy
of the Republic of Texas.”

The soldier flipped open the pouch, briefly
examined the document inside, then glanced back at Dub. “Best bring
him inside. The colonel will want to take a look at him and these
papers.”

When Dub motioned him from the saddle,
Dupree dismounted without protest. With his slumped shoulders, he
looked like he had shrunk a foot since leaving San Antonio two
weeks ago. Sands glimpsed tears welling in the man’s eyes as he
stood with head hung low, staring at the ground.

Dub swung from his saddle, then handed Sands
the reins to the gray and bay.

“Sergeant, think the
United States Army could spare a couple quarts of oats and some
water for these horses?” Sands asked as the soldier started for the
cabin’s door. “We’d like to feed our mounts and give ’em a breather
before heading back across the border.”

The sergeant hailed a nearby private, then
turned to Sands. “Follow this man. He’ll show you where you can
care for your stock.”

“Meet you back here soon
as I’m done,” Sands said to his fellow ranger, then followed the
private around the cabin to a small fenced pen fifty feet behind
Colonel Martin’s headquarters.

“The folks who used to own this
place kept a couple milk cows in here,” the private said while he
opened the pen to admit ranger and horses. “Should hold your three
horses for a couple of hours. I’ll be back in a few minutes with a
sack of oats. There’s a bucket, and water is over by the
well.”

Sands followed the man’s pointing finger to
a well off to the left and nodded. While the private trotted off to
get the oats, Sands dismounted and unsaddled and unbridled the
three horses. As rickety as the pen’s fence appeared, it held the
weight of the heavy Mexican saddles without a creak of protest.
Sands then ducked under the single post gate and walked to the open
well, found a bucket with a rope around its handle, and tossed it
over the side.

Louisiana was a strange place for a ranger
used to patrolling the rugged hill country around San Antonio.
However, Sands had no complaints. The ride from Bexar County to
Cameron Parish had been a pleasant break from the frontier and the
Comanche raiding parties who reigned over the West Texas
plains.

But Sands had no desire to make this portion
of southwestern Louisiana his permanent home. A long line of
settlers had streamed into Texas over the past couple of years,
fleeing the land wars here in Cameron Parish. Land speculators,
after unsuccessful attempts to buy the land they hungered for, had
turned to acquiring new parcels with lead spat from the muzzles of
pistols and rifles.

In self-protection the citizens had formed
two vigilante groups. Trouble was, these two factions turned on
each other, and real war broke out. A war that resulted in the
murder of a farmer, William Vardeman, his wife, and three
children.

Sands hauled the bucket from the well and
walked back to the pen, giving each of the horses a series of
shallow drinks. Even stranger than being in Louisiana was the
reason that brought him here: Dupree, the man accused of killing
the Vardeman family.

The Texas Rangers wasn’t a law enforcing
body, but a series of ranging companies established to protect the
frontier from Indian attack. Extraditing prisoners to the United
States wasn’t within a ranger’s usual line of duty.

However, there was a strong movement within
the republic to apply for statehood in Washington, D.C. So when the
United States formally presented its request for the extradition of
one Beau Dupree to the Texas government in Austin, the politicians
decided to comply. Cooperation with the United States would help
pave the way for statehood—if and when application was made.

Sands personally shied away from political
issues—although he admitted to himself that he leaned toward
statehood, in part because Sam Houston supported the measure. There
was no man in all of Texas that Sands admired more than Houston,
hero of the war for independence and Texas’s first
president.

Sands didn’t question ranger Captain John
Coffee Hays when he ordered Dub and him to capture a Louisiana
fugitive who had taken refuge in San Antonio. Their orders were to
return him to the United States Army, which had been sent to
Cameron Parish to put an end to the land war there.

Dupree had been staying in a San Antonio
hotel; Dub and Sands waited until the man retired for the night,
gave him plenty of time to lose himself in dreams, then broke into
his room. They had the massive giant of a man in chains before he
could blink the sleep from his eyes. The man’s extradition might
have been a matter of political back scratching to those in Austin,
but for Sands it was simply another order that had to be carried
out as quickly and efficiently as possible.

“Here you go,” the
private’s voice intruded into Sands’ thoughts. He handed the ranger
a burlap bag, then walked back toward the bivouac before Sands
could thank him.

With a shake of his head, Sands ducked back
into the pen and poured three mounds of oats on the ground. He
watched the horses for a minute to make certain none would try to
run the others from their feed, then tossed the empty sack aside
and walked back to the cabin. Reaching the flatboard door, he
rapped on it with his knuckles.

There was no answer; he knocked again.

“The door’s open,” a voice
called out from within.

Sands pushed the door inward, stepped over
the threshold—and froze. He stared into the dark barrel of a
Colt.

“Close the door nice and
easy like. Then slowly lift your hands. Don’t make any sudden
moves.”

Sands did as ordered while his gaze moved
beyond that deadly muzzle. Beau Dupree glared at him, desperation
in those pale eyes. Beads of sweat glistened on the man’s furrowed
brow.

Behind Dupree, Dub, the sergeant, and an
officer wearing the insignia of a colonel lay face down in a neat
row on the packed earth floor.

“Not dead, just knocked
’em out,” Dupree said in a voice that threatened to break with each
word. “I never killed anybody in my life, and I don’t want to start
now. All I want is to get out of here before they hang me for
something I never did.”

Sands didn’t answer. He looked back at the
Colt and its fully cocked hammer. It would be suicide to go for his
own pistol; Dupree would fire before his hand was halfway to his
belt.

“Now just move away from
the door and turn around.” Dupree motioned to him with the pistol.
“You’ll have a headache when you wake up ... but you’ll still be
living.”

“Can’t let you kill
yourself, Beau. Those soldiers out there will empty a dozen rifles
into you before you’re halfway to the woods,” Sands answered,
forcing firmness into his voice while he took a cautious step
forward. “Best give me that gun.”

“That’s far enough!”
Dupree’s eyes narrowed.

Sands hadn’t expected the man simply to hand
the Colt over, but it was worth a try—and he was closer to the
pistol now. If he moved just as Dupree blinked, if he were quick
enough, if he ... Sands shoved the myriad of “ifs” away. He had to
act and act fast.

“I don’t want to kill
you,” Dupree said, his voice still threatening to break. “But I’m
not going to hang for something another man did. Now turn
around!”

Sands stared at the man. There was a
panicked desperation in his eyes—the terror of a frightened animal,
not a killer. That desperation would eventually drive Dupree to
pull the trigger.

“All right.” Sands nodded
and started to turn.

He saw relief wash over Dupree’s face—the
opening he had been looking for. While the man’s mind was
momentarily occupied with relief and the belief that he had
overcome the last obstacle blocking his escape route, Sands
acted.

His left hand dropped—not for his own Colt,
but for the one leveled at him. He grasped the pistol cylinder like
a vise. At the same time, he thrust his thumb forward, beneath the
falling hammer.

Pain flared as the firing pin tried to cut
through the nail of his thumb, pain like a door slamming shut on a
finger.

But there was no exploding thunder of black
powder. The firing pin could not penetrate the fleshy digit to
reach the cap beneath.

As the ranger jerked the pistol from
Dupree’s grip with his left hand, his right dropped, then slashed
out in a hard-swung uppercut that slammed into the prisoner’s
chin.

Dupree grunted and went down like a felled
oak. He hit the earthen floor and lay there unconscious.

For several seconds, Sands
stood over the man, staring down in disbelief. One punch was all it
had taken. Sands had run head-on into bar-room drunks who had taken
five men to restrain them. He shook his head. In spite of being
built like an ox, Beau Dupree sported a glass jaw.
Thank
God!

Sands then turned his attention to his
painfully throbbing thumb. Slowly, carefully, he extracted it from
beneath the Colt’s hammer; purple spread beneath the nail. He
sucked at his teeth. He’d have a tender thumb and an ugly blood
blister for weeks to come—a small price to pay for keeping his hide
in one piece.

With a glance at the four unconscious men on
the floor, Sands opened the door to the cabin and called for
help.

 


“I know it doesn’t make
sense ... careful there, soldier!” Colonel Martin winced as a medic
gingerly washed a hint of blood from an egg-sized knot on the back
of his skull. “But it’s not my job to make sense of Dupree’s
actions. I’m just supposed to hold him until we can get a federal
district judge down here for the trial.”

“But the fact remains he
could have killed you—killed all of us, but he didn’t,” Sands said
as he watched the medic tie a bandage about the colonel’s head.
“That doesn’t sound like a man who’d murder a husband and wife and
their three children.”

“And the fact remains that
I’ve got five witnesses who swear it was Beau Dupree who did the
killing,” Martin replied. “You’ve got to admit Dupree’s a pretty
recognizable man ... his size and that almost-white
hair.”

“Can’t see where it’s our
concern, Josh,” said Dub Ferris, who sat with a wide-brimmed hat
atop his bandaged head. “We’ve done all we were ordered. Dupree’s
the colonel’s problem now.”

“You’re both right. It’s
just a notion that Dupree’s the wrong man keeps churning up my
mind.” Sands pursed his lips thoughtfully.

“The man could have gotten
religion since he murdered the Vardeman family,” Martin said,
looking at Sands. “It’s been known to happen before.”

“Still doesn’t make
sense,” Sands replied. “I saw his face. He was scared and panicked.
It wasn’t the face of killer.”

“If it will make you rest
easier, I’ll have my men ask around and see if they can dig up
anything new,” Martin said. “Though the investigation into the
murders has been thorough. Still it should be at least two months,
maybe three, before I can get a judge down here. Who knows what
might turn up in that time?”

“I’d be obliged, Colonel.”
Sands nodded. That was all he could ask for. Besides, Martin was
right, it would be hard to mistake another man for Dupree. Men
standing over six feet were rare, and men reaching that height and
built like mountains were even rarer.

“I’d keep that bastard
under chain and heavy guard during those months, Colonel,” Dub
suggested.

“My thoughts exactly, Mr.
Ferris.” Martin gingerly tested the back of his head with his
fingers. “My thoughts exactly!”


Chapter Two

“Ever seen anything like
it, Josh?” Dub Ferris grinned widely through his forest of a red
beard.

He swept an arm toward the green water that
stretched endlessly before them. Sands smiled at his fellow
ranger’s enthusiasm. It was as though the burly bear of a man
attempted to encompass all of the Gulf of Mexico and hug it to his
chest in that one gesture.

That was the way Dub Ferris embraced life.
He greeted each day with the exuberance of a child, finding
miracles in the bloom of a prickly-pear cactus or wobbly stance of
a newborn foal trying out its spindly legs for the first time.
Beneath the broad expanse of his buckskin-covered chest beat the
heart of a poet enamored with the sheer delight of living.

Sands often wondered why a man like Dub ever
signed up with the rangers in the first place. He should take quill
in hand to record and preserve the wonders he saw and felt. But
then, the red-bearded ranger could not write, except for his mark,
which was a scrawled X inside a circle. Nor could he read, although
he carried a leather-bound Bible in his saddlebags wherever he
went.

Sands had once asked him about the Bible,
and Dub had replied, “My ma gave it to me when I struck out on my
own. Don’t matter none that I can’t read the words. I know what
they mean, what the Good Book teaches. Havin’ it close helps keep
all that in mind.”

Perhaps it was Dub’s inability to set his
feelings down on paper that led him to the rangers, Sands thought.
Although a ranger’s work often appeared more concerned with death
than life, Dub, like Sands, understood that without the patrols
along the frontier, there would be no Texas. Dub Ferris preserved
the life he loved so dearly day after day—did so by putting his
life on the line each time he rode with Captain John Coffee Hays
and faced a raiding party of Comanche braves with their faces
streaked red and black in war paint.

“Look! Josh, look there. A
pelican!” Dub’s arm jerked out and a finger thrust from his
ham-sized hand.

Following his friend’s pointing finger,
Sands sighted a flabby-billed pelican gliding low over the waves
with its great white wings spread wide.

“He’s fishin’,” Dub
continued. “Got his eye open for fish swimming just beneath the
surface of the water. Watch.”

The massive bird abruptly folded its wings.
Like a rock the pelican dropped headfirst into the gently rolling
waves and disappeared beneath the water. A second later, it
reappeared, floating atop a wave; a silvery fish tail flipped from
between its awkwardly long beak. With a sudden backward snap of its
head, the pelican swallowed its catch.

“If it’s got younguns in a
nest somewhere, it keeps fish in the sack under its bill and takes
’em back to feed its chicks.” Dub watched with a laugh rolling up
from chest and throat as the pelican’s wings flapped wildly. The
bird rose, and its legs beat at the waves as though it ran across
the water before it launched itself back in the air.

Dub leaned back in his saddle like a man
settling into an easy chair. He looked at Sands and winked. “Ain’t
seen one of them since I was a boy, ’fore my pa left Maryland and
came to Texas.”

“Long ride from Maryland
to Texas,” Sands said with a shake of his head. He nudged the
buckskin gelding he rode farther along the sandy beach. “One I
wouldn’t care to make.”

“He’s never regretted it.
Says there ain’t no place on God’s green earth like Texas.” Dub
moved his gray alongside Sands. The bay Dupree had ridden trailed
behind on a length of rope. Its back now bore the supplies the two
men needed for their return ride to San Antonio. “Think he’s right.
There’s something about this land. You can feel it in the
air.”

“Right. One day a man’s
breathing salt air and watching pelicans. The next he’s eating a
sandstorm’s grit and running for shelter with horned toads at his
heels!”

Sands made light of his friend’s remark, but
admitted there was something special about this new land. He had
felt it the moment they crossed the border back into Texas early
this morning.

To a casual observer, the eastern portion
of the republic might appear no different than western Louisiana.
Sands conceded the similarities, the dense forests, the swamps, but
there were differences too. The land had a certain feel to it; the
vegetation changed drastically, cypress gave way to towering pines,
not to mention an abundance of pecan trees, sweetgums, and oaks. By
noon they had ridden clear of the swamps and the bogs
...

... And here less than a
day’s ride
away, Sands thought, no one would mistake Texas for
Louisiana.

While their horses trod down a beach of
white sand, no more than fifty feet to the right, a dense forest
pushed upward from fertile soil. To be certain, the height of those
trees had continually shrunk as the rangers rode along the coast,
but that just made less work for settlers clearing the land for
their farms.

“Josh, I hope you don’t
mind my taking this path today,” Dub’s voice intruded into Sands’
reflections. “But I ain’t seen the ocean in years. Seemed like a
waste to just ride back to San Antonio without giving it a good
look.”

“No complaints, Dub,”
Sands answered. “Kind of nice riding here with the Gulf on one side
and all those trees on the other. A man forgets that a tree can
grow higher than a post oak or a scrub cedar.”

The beach and the ocean
were
a welcome relief.
They had gotten Dub’s mind off Dupree
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