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It’s John
Stone’s first cattle drive, and it won’t be an easy ride—especially
since he’s travelling with a band of vagabonds and desperadoes. But
he’d brave anything to get one step closer to the women he loved
and lost ...

The journey
over the Chisholm Trail is even more dangerous than he expected.
Menaced by rustlers, a Comanche war party and one man with an
insatiable thirst for vengeance, Stone fears his first cattle drive
could also be his last ...
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Chapter One

The cowboys from the
Triangle Spur sat
around the campfire, eating steak and beans. It was night, a chill
was on the prairie, and the indigo sky was splattered with stars.
The men were exhausted, clothes torn, fingernails caked with dirt.
On the trail nearly a week, it was a constant struggle to keep the
longhorns shaped, bunched, and pointed toward Abilene.

Near the flames, John Stone leaned against
his saddle, his old Confederate cavalry hat on the back of his
head. His clothes were covered with dust, and it permeated his dark
blond hair and beard. This was his first cattle drive, and he rode
the drag.

The other men were as bedraggled and beat as
he. They were the usual assortment of misfits, vagabonds,
adventurers, and desperadoes, firelight flicking on their bearded
faces, because nobody had the time, energy, or inclination to
shave. Some had driven longhorns to Abilene before, while others
like Stone were making their first trip. They knew hardship lay
ahead, and other cowboys had died violently on the trail, ending up
in lonely graves on the tractless wastes, but so far the drive had
been without incident.

Nearby, on a grassy Texas plain, the herd was
like a great sullen being, spread over a few hundred acres. It
could trample the cowboys to smithereens, but so far grudgingly
advanced ten miles a day toward the slaughterhouses of the
East.

There was no hint of the blood
and guts of that showdown now. The night was still, mountains and
buttes glowing in the light of the full moon. A log fell in the fire,
showering sparks into the sky.

Stone finished his last scoop of beans and
lay his tin plate on the ground. Broad-shouldered, six feet four,
he wore two Colts in crisscrossed gunbelts, with the holsters tied
to his legs gunfighter style. He poked a twig into the fire, it
caught flame, and he lit the cigarette.

He was ready to turn in, and felt like a
productive citizen for a change. He hadn’t touched whiskey since
hitting the trail, and the exercise was toughening him. For the
past three months he’d been drunk nearly all the time, but now was
on his way back to strength and health.

Stone’s dream was to straighten out his life
and become a rancher with his own herd, family—everything a decent
man would want. He’d joined the Triangle Spur to learn the cattle
business, starting at the bottom. That was the plan, but he had one
major problem.

Shadows danced on the canvas walls of the
chuck wagon, where Ephraim, the Negro cook, sat on the wagon
tongue, eating his meal. Ephraim looked up, and his eyes met
Stone’s.

Deep visceral malevolence passed between
them. By a freak quirk of circumstance, Ephraim had been one of
John Stone’s father’s slaves before the war, and hated Stone with
fierce passion. Once, in a dark alley in San Antone, they’d clashed
fiercely, bloodying each other considerably, but with no clear-cut
winner—the fight had been interrupted by townspeople. Now they were
looking for the opportunity to be alone somewhere, and finish the
job.

Ephraim was only one of Stone’s
problems. He looked to the right of the chuck wagon, and saw the
buckboard and tent of Cassandra Whiteside, the boss lady, who
unfortunately bore a strong resemblance to Marie, Stone’s
former fiancée.

Stone had been searching for Marie since the
end of the war. Like a tramp he’d made his way across the frontier,
showing her picture in every saloon, church, and pool hall,
encountering one disappointment after another. He thought he’d
struck pay dirt near Tucson a few months ago, when a rancher told
him he’d seen the lady in San Antone, but when Stone finally
reached San Antone, he found Cassandra Whiteside instead. It had
been a major disappointment, the last in a long line.

Cassandra offered him a job with the Triangle
Spur, and he decided to give up his search for Marie. Five years of
futility across the length and breadth of the frontier had turned
him into a drunkard and a bumbling fool. Now he wanted to learn the
cattle business and find someone else to marry.

But first there was Ephraim. One of these
days they’d go off behind a hill, or into the cottonwoods, and
battle it out with knives, fists, guns, it didn’t matter. There
wasn’t enough room in the world for both of them.

No one else knew of their vendetta. If they
clashed in front of the others, Ephraim would be hung from the
nearest tree for daring to fight a white man. Neither wanted
anybody to stop them once they started beating on each other, so
they bided their time, and in a few days, when things settled down,
they’d get it on.

They glowered at each other over
the crackling flames. I’ll cut your heart out and feed it to the
coyotes, Ephraim’s eyes seemed to be saying. I’ll kick your ass,
Stone
replied.

~*~

Cassandra Whiteside sat on the cot inside her
tent, illuminated by an ornate brass coal-oil lamp hanging from the
ridgepole. She was twenty-three years old, bone-tired, and hadn’t
had a bath since San Antone. Her golden hair was pulled to a bun
behind her head, and she worried about her future.

She had three thousand head of mixed
longhorns, and was in debt to her eyeballs. Her former husband had
kept a chorus girl on the side, made bad investments, stole most of
her inheritance, and tried to murder her, but now he was dead, she
was free from his wicked power, in a desperate struggle to repair
her financial stability. The ramrod told her the drive might last
two or three months, depending on trail conditions, the mood of the
Indians, the proliferation of rustlers, and so on. She was afraid
creditors might show up any moment, demanding cattle as
payment.

The longhorns were worth eight
dollars a head in Texas, but twenty-two in Abilene. If she could
make it all the way to that great cattle mecca, she’d be out of
debt, with enough capital for a new venture, but if anything went
wrong she could end up a prostitute in the Last Chance Saloon. The
frontier was hell on horses and women, and Cassandra had been
learning the hard way. She’d been well off before the war, with
servants and party dresses, but now had to think and plan like a
man.

The problem was she didn’t know cattle, and
had to rely on her ramrod, Duke Truscott, an irascible old cowpoke
with a hide like an armadillo, who treated her like an idiot. The
cowboys laughed behind her back and made fun of her. They cast
suggestive glances in her direction. She was alone with fourteen
men in the middle of nowhere, and sometimes worried they’d rip off
her shirt and jeans.

She felt half aroused and half
terrified. They were a rough assortment of hard-drinking American
cowboys and Mexican vaqueros, some natural gentlemen, others brutes
like Braswell, the segundo. Ahead were several hundred miles of obstacles and serious
danger, but the worst part was loneliness.

Prior to leaving the ranch, she’d become
somewhat friendly with John Stone, but there was no time for
chitchat on the trail. He worked the herd, while she rode the
buckboard. At night he stayed with the cowboys around the campfire,
avoiding her. He’d been acting peculiarly since the first moment
they’d met at the Triangle Spur Ranch.

She knew what his problem was: he’d told her
everything about Marie. But telling hadn’t been enough, he was
spooked by her. As for her, she needed somebody to talk with. She
couldn’t make it all the way to Abilene without human contact.

She finished her meal, and went outside to
wash her tin plate. A bucket of water sat on the ground near a
buckboard wheel, and she dipped the plate in. She heard approaching
hoofbeats, and out of the night rode Ray Slipchuck, the former
stagecoach driver, atop his lineback dun, returning from the herd.
A wiry man in his sixties, with numerous missing teeth, he touched
a finger to the brim of his battered hat as he approached.

“How’s the herd, Mr. Slipchuck?” she
asked.

“I’d say they
was ’bout a-ready fer a stampede, ma’am.”

She forced her voice toward calm. “I think
you’d better relay that information to Mr. Truscott right
away.”

Slipchuck leaned on his saddle horn and
grinned. “He knows all about it, ma’am. By the way, I seen a little
stream back there. If’n you wanted to take a bath, I’d be happy to
watch out fer you, case there’s Comanche around.”

If he guarded her, who’d guard
him? “No thank you, Mr. Slipchuck. I’m too tired to go anywhere
right now. Do you think you could ask Mr. Stone to come to my tent,
please?”

Slipchuck rode toward the campfire, and
Cassandra returned to her tent, already having second thoughts
about asking Stone to visit her. The words had left her mouth
before she knew what happened, but loneliness forced the issue.

She sat on her cot and fidgeted nervously. A
bath would be nice, but she was afraid to take off her clothes in
the open, with the men around, and stand naked before them in the
moonlight.

But her main problem was what to do if
creditors showed up. There’d probably be gunplay, because her men
were hotheaded—they’d fought for her back at the ranch. They were
good men deep down, sometimes so deep you couldn’t see it, but
unfortunately they were also low-class drunkards and louts, and she
wouldn’t put anything past them.

She heard approaching footsteps, and then
Stone said, “Cassandra?”

“Who else did you think was in this
tent?” she asked. “Of course it’s me.”

He entered the tent and saw her sitting on
the cot, her long shapely legs crossed, and he thought it amazing
that she looked so much like Marie. They were almost twins, and he
wanted to kiss her, but she was the wrong person. He waited for her
to tell him what to do, because she was boss lady, and he rode the
drag.

“Have a seat, John,” she
said.

He dropped onto a camp chair. “Mind if I
smoke?”

“That’s your business, but do you think
we could have a conversation? I’m so bored I could
scream.”

“Aren’t you tired?”

“Do you think the buckboard runs by
itself? Of course I’m tired, but I need someone to speak with for a
few minutes, some intellectual stimulation and good Christian
fellowship. That won’t be such a chore, will it?”

Stone wanted not only to talk
with her, but spend the night with her as well, and at the same
time felt the mad urge to run out of the tent, because she reminded
him of Marie. “If I spend time with you, the
men’ll get
suspicious. They’ll think I’m spying on them and reporting to you,
and pretty soon one’ll put a bullet in my back. I enjoy your
company very much, Cassandra, but if you want to talk with
somebody, you should talk to Truscott.”

“Truscott hates me. He thinks I don’t
know anything, and I certainly don’t know much about cattle, but by
God I’ll learn.”

“He’s scared to death of you, because
the only women he ever sees are in whorehouses. If you want to
talk, why don’t you come to the campfire? We’re just sitting
around, and you might as well join us. It’s going to be a long
trip.”

“Those cowboys don’t want me
around.”

“You’ve got it all wrong. They’re crazy
about you.”

She hugged her arms. “I’m afraid of them
sometimes.”

“They’d never do anything
to you, except for the segundo. Don’t ever be alone with the segundo.”

“The man’s obviously a rapist and
murderer,” she said with a grim smile. “I should’ve fired him long
ago.”

“He’s the worst we’ve got, no doubt
about that. But the others aren’t so bad, and some’re quite
interesting. C’mon— it’s time to get friendlier with your
cowboys.”

He grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the
tent, she digging the heels of her cowboys boots into the ground,
trying to break loose from his grip, but he was too strong, and
moved her easily into the night. The cowboys at the fire turned to
look at them, and she realized she’d better stop struggling. He
turned her loose, she smoothed her hair and made sure her shirt was
buttoned.

She walked beside Stone to the fire, and all
the cowboys examined her with the eyes of whorehouse connoisseurs.
A few licked their lips absentmindedly, wild-eyed range riders with
scraggly beards and dirty clothes, who made way as she and Stone
approached the fire.

Stone cleared his throat. “Mrs. Whiteside
thought she’d like to sit with you boys for a while.”

The cowboys appeared uneasy, and nobody said
anything. Cassandra sat on the ground, but a wooden crate appeared
out of the night, in the hands of Luke Duvall, who was wanted for
murder in Georgia and who wore a rope scar around his neck.

“Ma’am,” he muttered
nervously.

‘Thank you,” she replied.

Stone dropped to the ground beside her. A
fidgety silence pervaded the campfire. She assumed they’d been
talking, but now had stopped, disturbed by her presence.

“Just go on with what you were doing,”
she said. “Don’t let me interrupt you.”

The silence wouldn’t go away. Somebody threw
a log on the fire, and orange diamonds burst into the air.
Cassandra realized she was intruding into their lives. She
shouldn’t’ve let John Stone talk her into coming here.

She glanced surreptitiously at the cowboys,
and they were all staring into the fire, paying no attention to
her. They were in the daze of exhaustion, after fighting the herd
all day, and soon would curl up on the ground in their blankets,
beneath the open sky.

She decided to relax with them, and didn’t
feel lonely anymore. Letting her mind wander, the fire flickered
and flashed, and deep in the white-hot embers she perceived the
face of her ex-husband, Gideon Whiteside. He’d been evil incarnate,
yet she’d loved and trusted him, given him everything. He’d seemed
a gentleman, and her cowboys uneducated ruffians, yet he’d tried to
kill her, and they saved her.

She heard cattle lowing in the distance, and
could feel their colossal primordial potential for destruction. She
turned to Truscott and said, “Mr. Slipchuck told me he thought the
herd might stampede tonight. Do you think we should take
precautions?”

Truscott was in his mid-forties, with
deep-lined weather-beaten features and a droopy graying mustache.
“Like what?”

“Ah ... I don’t know. Surely there must
be something you can do.”

“Such as?”

“If they stampede,
how’ll
you stop them?”

“If they stampede, they
cain’t be stopped. All we can do is try to mill
’em till they run
theirselves out.”

Truscott threw his cigarette
butt into the fire. Cassandra felt two eyes burning into her, and
turned to the segundo staring at her. He had close-spaced eyes, and shot her a
lewd wink, turning up one corner of his blubbery lips. She wondered
what sheriff was looking for him.

The segundo’s hand caressed the head of his mongrel
dog, a mangy, bony cur with a filthy white and black coat and one
black eye. The segundo and his dog were inseparable, and slept together every
night.

She turned away, and this time her eyes fell
on Don Emilio Maldonado, the Mexican rancher who’d joined the drive
the day before it left, along with his vaqueros. They’d had a
scrape with the law in the brush country near the Nueces, and a
bloody bandage was visible on his forehead beneath his wide
sombrero. Most of his men were shot up too, but Mexican vaqueros
were the best cowboys in the world, and Cassandra would hire the
Devil if he could help her get the herd to Abilene.

Don Emilio gazed at her
unflinchingly, and the expression in his eyes said he wanted her.
Cassandra turned away, and this time her eyes fell on lean Calvin
Blakemore, who had a thick black beard and wore an old Yankee
forage cap; he’d been a sergeant in the Yankee army, and now was
learning the cowboy trade. He too had depravity in his eyes, and an
expression that left no doubts about his dishonorable intentions,
but unlike the segundo, he tried to be a gentleman.

She shifted her focus to Ephraim the cook,
and he too was looking at her, but showed not the faintest trace of
interest, because he knew the white cowboys would hang him if he
did.

She slapped a bug on her arm, and her eyes
fell on John Stone’s profile. His hat was low over his eyes, flames
danced on his face, and a cigarette dangled out the corner of his
mouth. He’d commanded a troop of Confederate cavalry in the
bloodiest battles the world had ever seen, but now had become
moody, withdrawn, and a drunk like the rest of them.

Truscott cleared his throat, and when his
voice came, it sounded as though it were traveling over five miles
of bad road. “I’m turnin’ in,” he said. “Breakfast at four-thirty,
trail at five.”

The men stood, burped, and farted. John Stone
moved sluggishly toward his blanket, and Cassandra realized she’d
have to walk back to her tent alone. She pulled her shawl around
her shoulders and turned from the fire.

She washed her face and hands in the basin,
then entered her tent. It was pitch-black, and she lit the lamp.
Looking at herself in the mirror, she saw sunburned cheeks and
ratty hair, a different person from the former belle of the ball,
but at least she was trying to save what was left of her
inheritance, instead of whining and crying.

She undressed, folding her dirty clothing
over the chair. Naked except for her underwear, her smooth supple
skin glowing in the light of the lamp, she kneeled at her cot and
said her prayers.

“Dear Lord,” she whispered, “please help me
get my herd to Abilene, and please keep the Indians
away.”

She blew out the lamp, crawled into bed, and
closed her eyes. In moments she was fast asleep.

~*~

It was two o’clock in the morning, and Lobo
crept toward the herd, his legs bent and nose close to the ground.
The rich smell of meat, the most delicious fragrance imaginable,
had lured him out of his cave.

He was hungry, and he wasn’t alone. Other
lobos also detected blood, and were converging on the herd with
him. They’d attack in a pack, bring down one fat steer, and gorge
themselves on his dripping flesh.

Lobo was the leader, and electricity crackled
his veins as he moved upwind from the herd, passing a pile of rocks
that once had slept beneath an alluvial sea. To his left was a
patch of greasewood, and he veered away because it might conceal
deadly snakes, scorpions, or birds that swooped out of the sky and
carried you away in their razor talons.

Lobo looked up, but no birds
were there. He came to a stop, and the other lobos gathered around,
mouths open and tongues hanging, gazing at the juicy creatures
straight ahead. Lobo glanced at his compadres, and their eyes danced with excitement.
It was the best sport they knew.

Lobo crept nearer, his chin scraping the
ground. The tactic was get close as possible, then attack swiftly
and mercilessly. Slithering through the grass, they heard a sound
in the distance, and froze motionless-in the moonlight. It was a
cowboy approaching out of the clumps of mesquite and prickly
pear.

The cowboy was John Stone, asleep in his
saddle. He was on night duty, riding around the herd, while Joe
Little Bear, a half-breed Sioux, rode in the opposite direction. A
cow made a sudden bleating sound, and Stone woke suddenly, looked
at the cattle, and many were standing, scanning the hills, nervous
about something.

There was only one thing to do.
It was ridiculous, but no less an authority than Duke Truscott
himself had ordered him to sing to the cattle when they became restless, because
the sound of a cowboy’s voice was supposed to be reassuring. Stone
opened his mouth and tried to yodel, but sounded like a prairie
chicken in its death throes. The cowboys said yodeling
calmed the cattle
more than anything else, and Stone hoped to refine his technique as
the drive progressed.

Stone patted Tomahawk’s mane, while Tomahawk
smelled the faint trace of lobos. Tomahawk’s large luminescent eyes
raked over the prairie, and he knew the lobos probably would strike
sometime that night, but there was nothing he could do.

Every cowboy reserved his best horse for
night duty, and Tomahawk was a black stallion with good lines, lots
of bottom, and keen eyes. He wouldn’t run into a tree, or trip over
a gopher hole in the dark. Stone came to steers and cows lying on
their sides, wheezing through their great black nostrils. Drooping
in his saddle, Stone was weary from four or five hours of sleep per
night. He’d learned that a cattle drive was similar to a military
campaign, and the only way to survive was get as much sleep as
possible.

Slipchuck had told him the cowboy remedy
for sleepiness. He took out his bag of tobacco, placed a pinch on
his tongue, and wet it thoroughly. Then he rubbed the tobacco juice
into his eyes. It stung like fire, and nearly blinded him, but woke
him up. At least he wouldn’t fall off his horse and land on his
head.

A figure loomed out of the night: Joe Little
Bear, a husky figure atop a roan pony, wearing a black leather vest
over his bare chest, the tooth of a panther hung from a rawhide
strand around his neck. His black hair hung to his shoulders, and
he carried a long knife in a sheath attached to his belt. The
scuttlebutt said his mother had been white, captured by Sioux
Indians when she was small, and his father had been an Indian
chief.

“Cattle back there are spooked,” Stone
said. “Something’s up.”

“Wolves,” Joe Little Bear replied, his
Indian blood telling him what was up, his large, hooked nose
sniffing at the faint scent.

“Ever been in a stampede?” Stone
asked.

“A few.” Joe Little Bear looked at the
knife stuck into Stone’s boot. “Apache,” he said. “Where’d you get
it?”

“Had an Apache friend once.”

Joe Little Bear spat at the ground. “Apaches
are killers!”

“They say the same about the
Sioux.”

“I am a mongrel dog, but I have sharp
teeth. Do you know how to use that knife, John Stone?”

“If I didn’t know how to use it, I
wouldn’t carry it.”

Joe Little Bear pulled out his own knife, and
moonbeams rolled along the blade. “Want to fight, John Stone?”

“Up to you.”

Joe Little Bear laughed and put his spurs to
his horse’s flanks. The roan plodded away, and Stone was left alone
at the edge of the herd. Stone urged Tomahawk forward, and they
continued to circle, while in the distance he could hear Joe Little
Bear singing an old Sioux melody to the skitterish longhorns.

~*~

The lobos waited silently until the riders
passed out of earshot, and then moved forward silently over dirt
and tufts of grass. They were crazed with food lust, and could
almost taste the blood on their tongues.

They wanted to get their teeth into the meat,
and if it twisted and fought, so much the better. Soundlessly they
advanced toward the edge of the herd, and came to a stop. Now it
was time to attack, and the first one in ate the liver. Lobo raised
himself off the ground slowly, his tiny eyes like chips of ice in
the night. He saw the fat steer sleeping, facing toward him.

Lobo sprang off the ground, and
the race was on! An old bull, on guard at the edge of the herd,
raised his chin and looked in their direction. He bellowed
mightily, and
jumped to his feet. The rest of the herd was up two seconds later.
They saw the wolves, leapt around, and fled, to escape the vicious
sharp teeth snapping at their heels. The herd gathered speed and
rumbled across the valley, heading toward the moon.

~*~

Stone, dozing again in his saddle, was
awakened by an incredible roar. He opened his eyes, and was
horrified to see the entire herd of cattle heading directly toward
him.

Tomahawk spun around quickly and plunged into
the night, while Stone tucked in his knees and held on. Behind him
he heard the most fearsome sound since the war. He flashed on an
image of himself trampled to death beneath twelve thousand hooves,
and urged Tomahawk on.

Tomahawk stretched forward and kicked hard,
clods of dirt flying into the air behind him, and the cattle
bellowed in terror; Tomahawk could hear their great lungs sucking
wind. Stone turned around in his saddle and looked at the
thundering herd.

It was a beast with a thousand eyes, hooting
and mooing, horns flashing and popping in the moonlight, hurtling
at top speed across the prairie, but Tomahawk could outrun any
longhorn who ever lived. He stretched forward smoothly and carried
Stone from the path of the stampeding half-crazed bovines.

Now the herd was thirty yards to Stone’s
right, running wildly over the grass and stones. Truscott’s orders
were to stay with them, and that’s what Stone intended to do.
Tomahawk galloped alongside the cattle, heading for the front
rank.

The sound reminded Stone of
cavalry charges during the war, and he crouched low in his saddle.
Wind pushed back the brim of his old Confederate campaign hat, and
he turned to gaze at moonlight glowing dully on the rippling backs
of the cattle. They were a massive undulating brown carpet on a
rampage, and Stone had a mad thought: If a man were agile enough, he might
walk on that carpet and live to tell the tale. But something wasn’t quite
right, and it bothered him. He looked up at the North Star, and
realized the herd was headed directly toward the encampment! He
pulled out his gun and fired three warning shots, as Tomahawk sped
over the prairie, following the thundering, mooing, drooling mass
of fear-crazed brutes through the endless night.

~*~

Only one steer had been left behind, his rear
legs collapsed underneath him, the hamstring torn away. This was
the fat one selected by the lobos, and they ripped bleeding chunks
of flesh off his body with their sharp fangs.

The steer fought back bravely, trying to gore
the lobos with his horns, but they danced nimbly out of his way. A
bold lobo lacerated the steer’s foreleg hamstring, and the heavy
creature fell on his face. Lobo snarled and lunged forward, tearing
a gash in the steer’s throat. The steer struggled, as blood spouted
out of the wound, and the steer felt sharp teeth sink into his
tender haunches. He took a deep breath, and Lobo darted in again,
ripping out half his tongue.

Blood burbled out of the steer’s
mouth, and a lobo chewed off his ear, while another sank a tooth
into his eye. The steer fainted from loss of blood, and the lobos dug into
him, devouring his warm flesh. Lobo raised his snout to the
heavens, howling the victory song.

~*~

Truscott was first to raise his head. A
terrible clamor was on the plains, headed directly toward them.

“Stampede!” He pulled his Colt and
fired two warning shots, but everybody was up before the second
left the barrel. Truscott and the cowboys ran toward the remuda,
but then Truscott remembered Cassandra, and veered toward her
tent.

She poked her head outside,
wearing only her underwear. Had somebody said Stampede!

“Hurry up!” Truscott hollered. “There
ain’t much time!”

She heard the pounding and trampling, her
eyes widened, and she charged out of the tent, then realized she
wasn’t completely dressed. Turning, she dived back inside and put
on her clothes quickly in the dark.

“Supposed to sleep with
yer clothes on!” Truscott hollered.

She pulled on her boots, dropped her hat on
her head, and ran toward him. Truscott grabbed her hand, dragging
her toward the remuda.

“They’re leaving the chuck wagon!”
Cassandra protested.

“No time!” Truscott replied.

Everybody’s night horse was saddled, in case
of emergencies such as the one occurring at that moment. The
cowboys and vaqueros already were speeding away, as Cassandra
untied her palomino mare, climbed into the saddle, and the mare
bounded away before Cassandra was settled, but she managed to hang
on. Truscott jumped onto his horse’s back, and the animal neighed
in terror. Truscott gave him the spurs, and the chestnut stallion
sprang forward, leaping over the dead embers of the campfire,
galloping away from the mighty onrushing herd.

~*~

The lobos were covered with blood from head
to foot as they feasted on the dead steer. Barking and howling with
glee, they ripped strands of flesh away, while their puppies were
living balls of gore, digging their needle teeth into juicy
steaming meat. A few feet away, Lobo lay in the bushes and chewed
the steer’s liver, the choicest part. This was his reward and
tribute for being the lobo chief, and he reveled in the rich smelly
stuff.

Every night the lobos sallied forth across
the prairie; the search for meat never ended. Sometimes they
returned hungry, or they ate creatures smaller than themselves, and
occasionally, like tonight, cattle emerged bountifully from the
heart of the lobo god.

Lobo growled with pleasure as the glistening
white bones of the steer came into view, and his body disappeared
into the bellies of the hungry animals.

~*~

Stone rode beside the burgeoning herd, the
night wind stroking his beard. The cattle generated tremendous
heat, searing his cheeks, and straight ahead, peacefully composed
in the moonlight, were the chuck wagon, Cassandra’s buckboard, the
tent, and the fire pit. The cattle rampaged toward them, and Stone
recalled his bedroll and saddlebags out there someplace. Everything
would be stomped to hell in just a few moments.

He watched in morbid fascination at the
cattle plowed into the chuck wagon, and it shook, tipped over, and
was pushed forward by the power of the animals. Some cattle tried
to get out of the way, while others slammed into it, breaking their
necks. Other cattle piled on top of them, climbed over, and kept
charging. Cassandra’s tent went down like paper and disappeared off
the face of the earth.

A figure rode toward him out of
the night, and it was Truscott accompanied by Moose Roykins, Calvin
Blakemore, and the segundo.

“Mill
’em!” Truscott
shouted, riding hatless through the night, his long mustaches
streaming in the wind.

Stone spurred Tomahawk, and felt the thrill
of the chase. They had to shunt the longhorns to the side, working
them into a mill that would force them to run in circles until they
tired.

Truscott held his reins tightly
and slapped them back and forth over the haunches of his chestnut
stallion. The stallion rushed onward, and Moose Roykins rode behind
Truscott, with the segundo to the left of Truscott. They saw Calvin Blakemore and Luke
Duvall cut in from the right, and then, pulling ahead of them all,
were Don Emilio Maldonado and his Mexican vaqueros.

They yipped and yelled, sang
Mexican songs, waved their sombreros in the air. Stone could see a
contest developing between Mexicans and the Americans as they
rounded the first rank of cattle, and then out of the night rode Ephraim
waving his lariat in the air. The cattle saw the mass of riders
charging toward them, and swerved to avoid a collision.

“They turn!” Don Emilio
shouted. “¡Vamanos, muchachos!”

Stone took off his hat and waved it in the
air. “Come on, cows!”

The cattle were confused, and many
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