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Sweat streamed down from Daniel MacLean’s brow, stinging his eyes, but he barely noticed. His focus was entirely on the wild-eyed mustang beneath him, a devil of a horse, all muscle and untamed fury. The animal plunged and crow-hopped, a living storm intent on unseating him. Its hooves tore at the dry earth, sending up clouds of ochre dust that coated Daniel’s lungs.

He leaned into a particularly violent effort by the bronc, his knees clamped like vises, his calloused hands gripping the braided rawhide reins with an iron grip. Every sinew in his body strained, accustomed to hardship, honed by years of riding with J.B. Hood’s cavalry. He’d seen worse than this, faced down charging Yankees, but the raw, unpredictable power of this mustang was a different kind of fight. It was primal, a battle of wills between man and beast, and Daniel, grim and serious as always, was not about to lose.

He was a man carved out of the tobacco fields of Virginia and honed by hard riding and fighting. His face was weathered by sun and wind, eyes the color of river stone – steady, intelligent, and capable of a chilling intensity when provoked. He’d learned early that survival in the world he’d been born into meant being resourceful, self-reliant, and tough as cured leather. This horse, once broken, would be another asset for his small family, something he could sell to keep a roof over their heads and to secure a future for Allie and their son, Brent. He saw it not as a challenge, but a necessity.

The mustang let out a frustrated squeal, rearing high, its front hooves pawing at the air. Daniel held on, a part of the animal now, anticipating its every move, subtly shifting his weight, using his spurs to guide rather than punish. He felt the animal’s strength beginning to wane, its wild energy slowly burning out against his relentless control. And then he broke into a steady trot, feeling the guidance of his rider and responding. He finally knew who was boss. 

It was in that relative moment of calm that he heard the faint, rapid drumming of another horse galloping up to the homestead over the labored breathing of the mustang and the thud of its hooves. The rider was coming from the direction of Seguin. Too fast for a neighbor, too urgent for a casual visitor. Daniel’s gut tightened. Allie had taken Brent and the buckboard to tend to some errands in town. He brought the mustang to a hesitant, panting halt, still holding it firmly, but his attention now fully on the rider.

Daniel recognized the familiar, broad-shouldered form of Marshal Jebediah Cooper, Seguin’s lawman. A cold dread began to seep into Daniel’s chest, chilling him despite the oppressive heat. Jebediah Cooper rarely left town, and when he did, it was never for pleasure.

Jeb pulled his horse to a skidding stop a few yards from Daniel, the animal blowing hard, its flanks heaving. The marshal himself looked grim, his usually placid face etched with urgency and a deep sadness Daniel had never seen.

“Daniel!” Jeb gasped, his voice ragged from the ride. “It’s Allie. She’s been shot.”

It would have been less painful to Daniel if the man had struck him with the butt of his pistol. His world tilted suddenly. The wild mustang, moments ago the center of his universe, faded into irrelevance. Allie. Shot. The words echoed, a terrifying, impossible truth. His blood ran cold.

“Shot? How? Where?” Daniel’s voice was a raw croak.

“She’s still alive, Dan. Doc Robbins has her. But she’s bad, real bad, he’s doing all he can.” Jeb’s voice was full of grim pity.

A primal fear seized Daniel. Allie. His Allie. She was everything to him, the sun in his sky, the very reason he’d found peace in this tough, weary world after the brutality of war. His wife, the mother of his son.

“And Brent?” he asked, the question escaping his lips before he could even form it. His son. He had to know his son was safe.

“Brent’s safe,” Jeb assured him quickly, seeing the terror in his eyes. “Mrs. Avery took him in. He’s fine. Unharmed.”

Daniel looked down at the wild horse beneath him, still trembling, still untamed. He couldn’t go to town on this beast. He dismounted, fumbling for the latigo to remove his saddle.

“Don’t waste time unsaddling, Dan!” Jeb barked, urgency sharpening his tone. “Take my horse. He’s winded, but he’ll get you there faster. I’ll unsaddle this one and come along with your buckskin gelding in a bit.”

Daniel didn’t argue. He swung down from the mustang, its wild eyes still wary, swung over the fence of the round pen, and practically threw himself onto Jeb’s tired mount. He dug his spurs into the marshal’s horse and galloped away, a cloud of dust rising behind him, leaving Jeb and the wild horse in his wake.

The ride to Seguin was a blur of terror and desperation. The marshal’s horse, despite its earlier exertion, responded to Daniel’s fierce urging, its hooves pounding a relentless rhythm on the hard-packed dirt road. Daniel rode as he’d never ridden before, not in battle, not even when escaping from Yankee patrols. Every thought was a searing image of Allie, her bright smile, her laughter, her quiet strength. He pictured her lying wounded, bleeding, and his stomach churned.

He saw their life together in Tennessee flash before his eyes: a beacon of light in the grim aftermath of war; their hurried, heartfelt vows; the journey west, hard and uncertain, but made bearable by her gentle presence; the birth of Brent, a miracle that deepened their bond beyond measure. She was the anchor to his soul, the only softness in his hard-edged life. Without her... The thought was unfathomable. He pushed the horse harder, a desperate prayer forming on his lips, half-forgotten words from a childhood long past.

The small buildings of Seguin finally came into view, shimmering in the heat haze. The marshal’s horse was lathered, its sides heaving, a thin white foam coating its mouth. Daniel didn’t slow down, barreling down the main street, scattering a few startled townsfolk. He skidded to a halt in front of Doc Robbins’ office, the horse sliding to a stop with a painful grunt.

He was off the saddle before the horse had even fully stopped, his boots hitting the ground running. He burst through the office door, the air was thick with the sterile scent of antiseptic and something else, something metallic and foreboding – the smell of blood.

Doc Robbins, a gaunt, tired man with kind eyes, looked up from a table where instruments lay scattered. His face was grim, his eyes holding a profound weariness that told Daniel more than any words. He pointed a silent, weary finger towards a cot in the back, behind a thin privacy screen.

Daniel rushed forward, his heart hammering against his ribs. The sight that met him stole the breath from his lungs. Allie lay pale and still on the cot, a white sheet drawn up to her chest. A crude, blood-stained bandage was wrapped around her middle. Her eyes were closed, her face waxen.

“Allie,” he choked out, falling to his knees beside the cot, reaching for her hand. Her skin was cool, almost cold.

Doc Robbins came up beside him, his voice low and somber. “Bullet went clean through, Daniel. But it tore her up inside. Lost a lot of blood. I did what I could, cleaned it, sewed her up. But... It’s a bad wound, son.”

“She’s gonna be fine, Doc,” Daniel insisted, desperation lacing his voice, even as his eyes pleaded with the old doctor for a different prognosis. “She has to be.”

Doc Robbins just sighed, shaking his head slowly. “Brent’s with Mrs. Avery, Daniel. He’s safe.”

At the mention of Brent, Allie’s eyelids fluttered. Her eyes, normally so vibrant and full of life, were dull, unfocused. She tried to smile, a faint, weak upturn of her lips.

“Daniel,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

“I’m here, darlin’. I’m right here,” he choked out, his throat tight with unshed tears. He gripped her hand, pressing it to his cheek, feeling the fragile warmth. “You’re gonna be fine, Allie. You hear me? You’re gonna make it. We got plans, remember? We’re gonna build that new room onto the cabin, the one with the big window that looks out over the river. And Brent’s gonna need a sister, or a brother, maybe two. You gotta be there for all that. You gotta be a part of it all, Allie. ‘Cause they ain’t worth doing if you ain’t doing them with me.”

He talked, rambling on, pouring out every dream, every hope, every single plan they’d ever whispered to each other in the quiet intimacy of their home. He spoke of the future, painting it in vibrant colors, trying to pull her back from the encroaching darkness with the sheer force of his will and the boundless depth of his love. He refused to acknowledge the grim reality that Doc Robbins’ silence confirmed.

He sat with her through the night, refusing to leave her side for a single moment. The long hours stretched on, marked only by the flickering lamplight and the slow, shallow rise and fall of Allie’s chest. Doc Robbins checked on her periodically, his grim expression never wavering. Daniel held her hand, stroking her hair, whispering prayers, memories, and promises. He felt her strength ebb, felt the life slipping away, a terrifying current pulling her further and further from him. He fought it with every ounce of his being, a silent, desperate vigil. He remembered her laugh, the way her eyes crinkled when she smiled, the scent of her hair, the comfort of her touch.

As the first faint streaks of dawn bruised the eastern sky, painting the window a dull grey, Allie stirred. Her eyes, clouded and distant, found his. A faint, almost imperceptible smile touched her lips.

“Daniel,” she called, her voice a whisper, softer than the rustle of dry leaves. “I’m going to meet my Maker now, Daniel.”

The words were a direct hit to his soul. “No. No you ain’t, Allie. Not just yet,” he pleaded, his voice cracking, tears streaming unheeded down his face. He pressed his face into her hand, trying to draw her back, to anchor her to the living world with his desperate love.

But it was no use. Her eyes, still fixed on his, softened, then glazed over. The faint pressure of her hand in his faded. Her last breath was a gentle sigh, a whisper of air that merely stirred the silence.

Allie was gone.

The world stopped. The new day, promising and indifferent, mocked his profound loss. He slumped forward, laying his head on her still chest, the faint, lingering scent of her skin filling his nostrils. His body convulsed with silent, wracking sobs, tears soaking her dress. The man who had faced down war and wilderness without flinching was utterly broken, his heart ripped from his chest. Grief, raw and agonizing, consumed him. She was everything. And now she was nothing.

He lay there, swallowed up in a swirling vortex of pain, for what felt like an eternity, though it could only have been minutes. Then, slowly, a different emotion began to simmer beneath the crushing weight of sorrow. A cold, hard ember, growing hotter, spreading through his veins. It wasn’t grief, not anymore. It was fury. A searing, righteous anger that burned away the tears, hardening his features, giving him a renewed, terrifying strength.

He lifted his head, his eyes no longer filled with tears, but with a dangerous, chilling glint. His jaw was set, a muscle twitching in his cheek. He stood up, moving with a sudden, purposeful resolve that belied his earlier brokenness. Doc Robbins, who had quietly stepped away, watched him with a wary, understanding gaze.

Daniel moved quickly out the door and down the dusty street. The town was just beginning to stir, a few wagons creaking, a dog barking somewhere. He ignored it all. His boots, heavy with purpose, crunched on the gravel as he strode directly to the marshal’s office.

Jebediah Cooper was sitting at his worn desk, hunched over a ledger, his quill scratching softly. He looked up as Daniel flung the door open, the sound echoing in the small, quiet room. Jeb’s eyes widened, recognizing the dangerous shift in the man before him.

“She’s dead,” Daniel said, his voice flat, devoid of emotion, yet ringing with an awful finality. “Allie’s dead.”

Jeb pushed back his chair, a look of profound sorrow on his face. “Daniel, I’m sorry. I truly am.”

“Sorry ain’t enough, Jeb,” Daniel cut him off, his voice dropping to a grave, dangerous tone. “Who in God’s name did this?”

Jeb sighed, running a hand over his face. “She was in the wrong place at the wrong time, Dan. A saloon fight broke out and it just... happened.”

“Wrong place at the wrong time doesn’t answer my question,” Daniel pressed, leaning over the desk, his hands splayed on the dusty wood. His eyes were like chipped flint. “Who started the fight? Who pulled the trigger?”

Jeb hesitated, then met Daniel’s gaze, seeing the unyielding resolve there. He responded in a tranquil tone. “It was someone from an outfit over Uvalde way. Been causing trouble all over the country out that direction. Not sure why it spilled over to our little hamlet.”

Daniel straightened slowly, his fists clenching at his sides. “They’re going to pay for this.” It wasn’t a threat, but a cold, absolute statement of intent.

“Hold on, Dan,” Jeb said, standing up, trying to interpose himself between Daniel and the door. “I know how you feel. Believe me, I do.”

“The hell you do!” Daniel snarled, taking a step forward, his anger finally breaking through the controlled façade. “You think you know how I feel? With her blood on my hands, with Brent without his mother? I’m going after them.”

“You can’t take the law into your own hands, Daniel. You know that. It’ll just lead to more bloodshed, more heartache.”

“Then make me a deputy,” Daniel shot back, his mind already spinning, finding a way. “Give me a badge. Let me ride out there with the law behind me.”

Jeb shook his head slowly. “A deputy of mine can’t do nothing in Uvalde, Dan. That’s outside my jurisdiction.”

“Then I’ll do it without the law,” Dan said, turning on his heel.

“Wait!” Jeb called out in a tone that caused Daniel to stop and turn back. “I heard that down San Antonio way, they’re lookin’ for Rangers. Captain Ford.” 

He watched Daniel’s face, seeing his words take root. “They’ve got authority all over the state, and they’re looking for good men. Men who can shoot straight and ride hard.”

Daniel’s eyes narrowed. The Texas Rangers. Lawmen, but with a grit and freedom that suited him. A purpose. A path to justice. Or vengeance. The distinction blurred.

“Where do I sign up?” Daniel asked, his voice low and firm.

Jeb let out a slow breath of relief, though his face remained etched with sympathy. “Just ask for Ford in San Antonio. Somebody will direct you to him.”

Daniel nodded, already turning back towards the door. He paused, his hand on the knob, then looked back at Jeb. “Tell Mrs. Avery... I’ll come back for Brent soon as I can.”

Without another word, Daniel MacLean strode from the marshal’s office. He crossed the street to the livery stable, his steps purposeful, his mind already miles away, already seeing the faces of the men he would hunt. He paid the stable boy a few coins, retrieved his buckskin gelding, the one Jeb had brought to town for him. He swung into the saddle, the familiar leather a comfort beneath him. 

The sun had fully risen when he rode out of Seguin on the road to San Antonio, the memory of Allie’s pale face and the burning fury in his heart propelling him forward. The road ahead was a long, dusty path towards a grim and uncertain future.
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And now I'm going southward, for my heart is full of woe,

I'm going back to Georgia, to see my Uncle Joe.

You may talk about your Beauregard, and sing of Bobbie Lee,

But the gallant Hood of Texas played hell in Tennessee.

The altered portion of the Yellow Rose of Texas as sung by the Texas Brigade was in Daniel McLean’s mind as he ate breakfast and watched how Lila Avery took over with such great expertise when it came to tending for Brent.

He was lucky to have the middle-aged widow to help make his life easier. As he watched her playing and even beginning to teach his son the alphabet, he couldn’t help thinking about how he had gotten to where he was, nor could he put aside the pangs of loneliness that haunted him day and night.

Uvalde was still young in terms of the towns that had sprung up in Texas after the Lone Star State had won its independence in 1836, joined the union in 1845 and then seceding along with its southern neighbors in 1861 not long after the town had put down its roots, but it was growing rapidly and with the help of lawmen to keep order was beginning to thrive.

Having lost Allie back in Seguin, Daniel had endured a defeat worse than Lee’s surrender, but there wasn’t much else that he could do. He charged into San Antonio, found Captain Ford of the Texas Rangers, and had a star pinned on his chest, but he’d never been able to unravel the mystery of who killed his wife.

He’d ridden back to Seguin for Brent, and then they had ridden away from their homestead in the buckboard, bringing Mrs. Avery along with them. They’d kept going until they’d landed in Uvalde, where he hoped to continue looking into whoever killed Allie while he performed his duties as a Ranger.

The civil war had interrupted the idyllic life of his family’s tobacco plantation in Virginia, leaving him with a feeling of emptiness and restlessness. Retracing his path through Tennessee to return home, he’d caught the eye of Allie Covington. In a month’s time they’d married, and done what many from the defeated confederacy had done; they’d Gone To Texas.

After Allie’s death, he’d entered Captain Ford’s office with blood in his eyes, but RIP Ford could see through that to what he knew was a steady man beneath, and it hadn’t hurt that Daniel had ridden with Hood’s Texas Brigade.

Though he often found himself in moments of deep thought, he was, above all, a practical man. Dragging himself out of his reverie, he slid his chair back from the breakfast table and stood.

“Come here, Brent, I gotta go to work,” he growled. A soft voice wasn’t something that came naturally to him, but his son was used to his tone and would have thought something was wrong if that gravel were missing. Daniel stooped to pick up his five-year-old son, who rushed toward him eagerly. “Y’all be good for Miss Lila, ye hear me?”

Brent nodded his head.

“Don’t need you drivin’ her out of her mind. Got it, pard?”

Brent nodded again.

“Let me hear you say it.”

“I got it, pard.” Brent tried his best to match his father’s growl. It was a valiant effort that always brought a smile to his father’s face. He wrapped his arms around Daniel’s neck and squeezed hard. He received the same in return, and then he set the boy back on his feet, which were already in motion as soon as they hit the floor.

“Ought to be back in time for supper tonight,” he said, taking his hat down from the peg by the door. He buckled on his gun belt, scooped up the Winchester saddle rifle from its wooden hooks beside the door, and reached for the door handle. He paused on the front porch after pulling the door closed behind him. The fresh, morning air had the smell of bluebonnets in it, and he breathed in deeply as he started off the steps, crossed the narrow yar,d and stepped into the street.

A dozen strides along, he met Sara Atkins, the school teacher, coming toward him.

“You’re out early this morning,” he commented, tipping his hat and pausing a moment to speak to her.

“Good morning, Ranger MacLean. Lila and I are planning to take Brent on a picnic today, and we wanted to get an early start.”

“Reckin’ y’all are getting’ an early enough start to picnic in San Antonio,” he drawled. A crooked grin formed on his mouth as he spoke.

“What do you know about preparing for a picnic?” came Sara’s retort. She, like several other young ladies in Uvalde, was doing her level best to catch the eye of Daniel MacLean, the town’s most wanted bachelor.

“About that much,” he replied, holding up one hand and pinching the length of the fingernail on his little finger with the other.

“Well, then, Ranger MacLean, I think it’s best you just head on down the street and leave us to planning picnics and the like.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he chuckled. “Have a good day, then.”

“You have a good day as well,” she replied with a bright smile.

As he neared the center of town, Daniel stepped up onto the boardwalk and a shady spot in front of the saloon where Sheriff Johnston (Monty) Montgomery could most often be found in the morning, sipping a cup of coffee with his chair tipped back against the wall and his feet up on the rail of the porch.

“Mornin’, Monty,” Daniel growled.

“Mac,” he replied. “Coffee?”

“I might as well have a cup.”

Monty called over his shoulder. “Nells. Could you bring a cup for Mac?”

The scene had been the same just about every morning since Daniel MacLean first rode into Uvalde. Nells already had Daniel’s cup waiting beside the coffee pot. It was less than a minute before the steaming brew was delivered.

“Appreciate it, Nells,” Daniel said in his low tone. Those who weren’t well acquainted with him thought that he was surly and mean. As a Texas Ranger, it didn’t hurt for him to allow most people to continue thinking that. And, if the truth were told, when Daniel MacLean was on your trail, he was surly and mean.

“There’s Lucia,” Monty commented, nodding toward the young Mexican woman driving a small wagon, little more than a cart, behind a team of scrawny mules. She arrived every morning to sell the produce from her father’s ranch. Townspeople came to buy from her pretty regularly, but they stood in a line  a block long whenever she came to town with the real Texas gold that her family produced: guajillo honey.

“Suppose she’s got honey today?” Daniel asked.

“We’ll know soon enough.”

The moment Lucia was within speaking distance of the first potential customer on the street, they would call out to ask if she had honey. If the answer was yes, a shout would go up and people would start running. Daniel and Monty heard someone call out, and just as clearly, the negative reply.

“Not today, I guess,” Daniel muttered before taking another sip.

They continued to sip their coffee and watch as Lucia drew adjacent to the saloon porch and brought the mules to a halt. “Good morning, Sheriff; Ranger,” she sang out brightly.

“Good morning,” they each replied.

“Nells?” Monty called over his shoulder again. The routine was the same. Lucia would arrive, and Monty would call out to Nells. Nells would appear in the doorway, and Lucia would ask if she could pull the wagon into the empty lot beside the saloon to sell her goods. Nells would grant her permission, and she would pull into the spot, which was generally reserved for her. Nells had told her many times that she did not need to ask permission every morning, but her answer was always the same. “My family respects your property, Señor Andersen, and we prefer to ask your permission.”

On that particular morning, just as she was getting her wagon set up, Lawrence Adams, a wealthy businessman and the owner of a large ranch not far from town, came riding in. At the sight of Lucia, he veered off course and pulled up beside her wagon to chat.

“You’re lookin’ mighty stunning this morning, Ms. Tarrango.”

“Gracias, Señor,” she responded in an absent tone. This encounter was fairly frequent as well.

“You know that I have a really nice place for you on my ranch,” he suggested. “A woman like you would make a good mother and would know how to help run a household, too.”

Daniel heard the exchange and knew what Adams’ real angle was. It didn’t sit well with him, and he felt his anger start to rise, though he kept it contained.

“Gracias, no, Señor Adams,” she repeated.

“But ma’am, I can...”

“She said no, Mister Adams.” Lila Mitchell called out, interrupting his speech as she and Sara arrived with Brent.

Frustrated by the stand taken by the two women and Lucia’s rejection, he rode his horse around to the hitching rail in front of the saloon, dismounted, tied his horse, and stomped up the steps into the saloon.
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