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While Josh Sands has been
eating the dust on a wild horse round-up, Comanche raiders have cut
a bloody trail as far south as San Antonio. With the Texas Rangers
depleted, the Indians are growing in boldness and power. Now it’s
up to Sands and his rag-tag bunch to come to the aid of the
republic. Along with the undermanned Rangers, they’re going to make
a daring foray into the heart of Comanche territory—to stem the
tide of terror and destruction—and give the Texians back their
future.
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To Buck and Wanda, the new dwellers of the
Texas plains.


 







 


 


One

 


Josh Sands drew a deep, steadying breath. It
didn’t help. The nervous excitement not only remained but continued
to heighten with each pound of his racing pulse. His stomach
persisted in a series of tumbling, twisting flip-flops that would
have put a circus acrobat to shame.

With a wry smile uplifting the corners of
his mouth, the young Texian eased a wide-brimmed hat from his head
to comb long fingers through a thick shock of light brown hair. He
swiped a handkerchief around the sweatband before settling the
dusty hat securely atop his crown, brim tugged low to shield his
eyes from the unforgiving Texas summer sun.

Those steel-blue eyes narrowed. A cloud of
dust swirled into the sky from behind a cedar-sprinkled, humpbacked
rise a mile to the west. Below Sands’ position atop a lazily
sloping hill ran a bone-dry, sandy creek bed that snaked eastward
between two rocky buttes. There, wind, water, and time had carved a
wide, rugged arroyo.

A quarter of a mile into the eroded trench
Sands saw two hastily constructed cedar and mesquite rail fences
that spanned the arroyo. An open, gaping gate, ready to be closed
instantly, lay wide in the first fence. A hundred feet farther down
the creek bed rose the second line of interwoven wooden rails.

Although tied together with rope nails
bringing premium prices on the frontier the rickety-looking
barriers stood tall and solid. To the east and west, the arroyo
provided natural, rocky walls, unscalable by boot or hoof.

The bay gelding Sands sat astride snorted
and pawed the ground anxiously. Its nostrils flared, and its ears
pricked up, twitching toward the west and the churning dust
cloud.

Sands’ head cocked to the side, listening as
he stroked a soothing palm over the horse’s sleek neck to calm the
animal. He heard nothing. Did the bay sense its rider’s excitement,
or did anticipation stir in the beast’s breast, urging it to join
the untamed hooves that drove toward the hill?

Horses, Sands thought with an ironic shake
of his head. They had been a part of his life for as long as he
could remember. He had broken a few and ridden many. He had groomed
them and mucked manure from more stalls than he wanted to count. He
considered his eye for fine horseflesh as critical and discerning
as any man’s within the Republic of Texas.

Yet he never found horses particularly
exciting. After all, Josh Sands was a ranger, not a horse trader or
a farmer. Horses were just another tool of his trade. A fleet,
sound mount often meant the difference between life and death when
facing the Comanche raiding parties that harassed the settlements
around San Antonio. A good horse simply was a necessity for a
ranger and nothing to get excited about.

Sands shifted a chew of tobacco from his
right cheek to his left. He spat a thin stream of dark juice to the
ground and shook his head with disgust.

He wasn’t a ranger anymore, hadn’t been for
several months, at least not officially. Nor did it appear that he
would be rejoining Captain John Coffee Hays’s ranging company in
San Antonio in the near future. The reason was one that constantly
plagued governments’ money.

Young, poor, and vulnerable, the Republic of
Texas faced an insurmountable problem: its coffers lay bare. The
infant country only possessed the funds to maintain a token
standing army and equally undermanned ranging companies. With
finances so slim, Captain Jack Hays had been forced to cut his
patrol from twenty-five men to ten, retaining only those rangers
with families to support.

Since Sands’ parents had been butchered
during a Comanche raid when he had been only nine years old, he had
known no other family but the rangers. It was a fact that brought
today’s importance into crystal clear focus when he glanced back to
the approaching swirl of dust.

This day Josh Sands held a personal stake in
the fifty mustang ponies his partner, Ben Webb, and their friend
Jess Qayle drove to the holding pen waiting in the arroyo. The
mustangs were Sands’ chance at making a life for himself outside
the rangers, a chance to carve out a piece of Texas for his
own.

Sands spat again, doubt niggling at the back
of his mind. It was the same unrest that darkened his thoughts
every time he considered his fifty percent of the Running WS Ranch
and the venture on which his partner, the former slave Ben Webb,
had embarked the crossbreeding of thoroughbreds and mustangs.

Ben’s idea was simplicity itself: combine
the speed of a pure-blooded thoroughbred with the rugged endurance
of a wild plains pony. The results, hopefully, would be a breed of
horses perfectly suited to the harsh, unforgiving frontier.

North near San Antonio, Ben’s black
thoroughbred stud, Jester, stood in his pen, waiting for the
running WS’s partners to bring back his untamed brides. With Jester
and nature performing as required, a new breed of horses would be
sired.

Hopefully, Sands mentally repeated. On the
surface Ben’s scheme made sense. Any man in the republic worth his
salt would want such a mount. Yet the fact remained that no man
except Ben had even considered breeding thoroughbreds and
mustangs.

There Sands’ doubts took root. What Ben
proposed was new and unheard of in Texas. The odds of Ben and him
falling flat on their faces were just as strong as their odds for
success.

Sands pushed thoughts of failure and the
loss of his life savings aside. The hollow drumming of hooves on
the sun baked earth drew his attention to the west.

Shifting his weight forward in the saddle,
he lifted braided reins from the bay’s neck and held them loosely
in the fingers of his left hand. With his right, he slipped the
coils of a stiff Mexican hemp rope from the saddle horn.

Half a mile up the dry creek bed, a
full-chested, sleek bay mustang stallion rounded the base of the
humpbacked rise. Behind him thundered his harem. Fifty mustang
mares, nostrils flared and hooves throwing sand into the air, ran
at the heels of their master of the plains. Here and there
lanky-legged colts strained to keep up with their mothers’ wild
flight from the two mounted men who drove them eastward.

Sands’ gaze lifted to travel across the
shallow valley formed by the creek. Atop another low-rolling hill
to the south, Will Brown lifted a coiled rope from his roan’s
shoulder and waved. Sands returned his friend’s signal.

Like Sands, Will was out of place rounding
up mustangs in the alkaline hills fifty miles south of San Antonio.
The nineteen-year-old Texian had also been cut from Jack Hays’s
ranging company when funds grew too slim to support a full patrol.
Will had signed on the Running WS for little more than room and
board to remain near San Antonio in hope the congress in Austin
would find the money needed to bring the company back to full
strength.

When Will’s arm lowered, his roan sidled to
the right with forelegs prancing high. The young man checked the
unexpected movement with a firmer grip on his reins, drawing the
horse’s head back toward the approaching herd of mustangs.

Sands smiled as he returned the tobacco to
his right cheek. His friend’s mount shared the gelding’s
anticipation.

Below, the herd of mustangs, still thundered
head-on into the shallow valley. Although a hand shorter than Ben’s
Jester, the stallion leading the mares in their flight for freedom
was not an animal to be sneered at. An untamed king of the
wilderness he might be, but the conformations of his sleek,
muscular body were classic.

Sands’ eyes widened in appreciation as he
studied the mustang sultan. The high arch of his broad neck and the
way the horse held head and tail aloft bespoke a regal arrogance, a
confidence given birth in the oldest contest of all the trial of
combat.

No pampered breeding-farm stud was this. The
bay stallion ruled the herd because he had won the right to reign
by driving back all would-be usurpers who sought to dethrone him.
Sands had no doubt that the mustang’s heart was every bit as big as
the broad chest that contained it.

Even as he fled his pursuers, the stallion’s
head swung from side to side, his dark eyes moving from the crest
of one hill to another. Sands could only wonder what churned within
the animal’s untethered brain. Did he see the two waiting riders?
Surely he did; Will and he made no attempt to conceal themselves.
Would the horse attempt a desperate break up the sloping rises to
challenge the men who sought to end his reign?

Head and tail still held high, the stallion
ran a zigzagging course now. First to the right, his pounding
hooves carried him a few yards up the north slope. With a snort, he
wheeled to the left to rest the southern slope only to swing back
to the north before trying the south again.

Five times Sands watched the stallion repeat
his erratic behavior, although the Texian realized there was
nothing erratic about the mustang’s flight. The sweat-glistening
bay was waiting for the men to make a move, waiting for his
would-be captors to show their hand.

When neither rider stirred, the stallion
lowered his head, stretched his neck, and bolted toward the
southern hill. Across the valley, Sands saw Will’s legs rise and
fall, his boots prodding the roan’s flanks.

Instead of lunging forward in response to
Will’s rounded spurs, the horse reared. The roan’s head thrashed
from side to side, and its forelegs pawed at the air like a
two-year-old being broken to the saddle. When the roan came down,
it was without a rider.

Will spilled from the saddle in a
heels-over-head backward somersault, a tumble that didn’t stop when
he hit the ground. Like a barrel jarred from a beer wagon, he
rolled down the gentle incline on a path that led toward the
pounding hooves that raced along the sandy creek bed.

Sands reacted rather than thought. His own
spurs rose and fell. The bay broke into a dead run in one powerful
lunge. Again Sands’ spurs bit into the horse’s flanks, urging the
mount from the hill’s crest toward the valley below.

Halfway down the southern slope, Will’s
helter-skelter journey abruptly halted when he came out of the
barrel roll and flopped spread-eagle on the ground.

“Get up! Dammit, man, get
up!” Sands urged through clenched teeth.

Will didn’t move. Whether unconscious or
merely dazed by the unexpected fall, he lay there face to the
sky.

Sands’ head jerked to the side. The mustang
stallion once more swerved, shying away from’ Will’s roan as the
now free horse galloped toward the approaching herd. No longer did
the bay stud race directly up the southern rise, but ran along a
slanting course that led straight to the fallen rider.

With a hissing curse, Sands threw himself
low to his mount’s neck. As the horse bounded across the dry bed,
Sands glanced at the stallion again. In spite of its mile-long race
along the creek, the damnable horse drew new strength from its wild
heart, running as though the demons of hell were on its heels.

Sands wrenched his hat from his head. His
arm jerked back and popped the hat against the gelding’s flanks,
using the makeshift whip to match the rhythm of his urging
spurs.

Even as he drove onward, he knew the effort
was wasted. The mustang stallion gained ground on him with each
long stride of those strong legs.

Still he could beat the herd to Will. Of
that he was certain. In his determined flight up the hill, the bay
now outdistanced his mares by at least twenty lengths. Not much
time to drag Will away from certain death beneath those thundering
hooves, but it was a chance!

On the hillside, Will stirred. Like a
drunkard in a stupor, he rolled to the side and pushed shakily to
his feet. He stood there in a wobbly stance, clutching his head
with both hands.

“Run! Damn your eyes,
Will, run to me!” Sands roared in the futile hope his voice would
carry above the herd’s pounding hooves.

Will’s head lifted, his gaze lighting on
Sands for an instant. His jaw sagged, and his eyes went wide. He
jerked about as though the danger of his position penetrated his
dazed brain.

That spasmodic jerk saved him from being run
down by the mustang stallion. Instead of trampling the Texian
beneath its hooves, the bay’s right shoulder slammed into Will’s
side, a glancing blow that sent the fallen rider reeling back to
the ground.

“Up!” Sands cried out as
he drove his mount toward his friend. “Get on your
feet!”

Sands could see Will’s dazed confusion, his
uncertainty. Yet the young man pushed to his feet again and stood
in a swaying, wide-legged stance. His head and eyes moved from side
to side, first finding Sands, then the stampeding mares. When he
turned back to Sands, his right arm rose, outstretched to his
friend.

It was that arm Sands focused on. Drawing
back on the reins with his left hand, he tossed away his hat and
reached down with his right. Like steel clamps, his fingers found
and closed about Will’s forearm. In a less than sure grip, Will’s
hand clutched at Sands’ arm.

Sands yanked. With all the strength he could
muster from his awkward position, he hauled upward, pulling Will
from the ground. The gelding’s momentum did the rest. Will swung
high, his legs opening to straddle the bay and land solidly behind
Sands. His arms immediately closed around his friend’s midriff.

“You all right?” In spite
of his craned neck, Sands couldn’t see Will behind him.

“Hell no, I’m not all
right,” Will mumbled. “But I’ll live.”

“Then hang on!”

Will’s dazed reassurance was all Sands
needed. Above him he saw the stallion disappear over the crest of
the hill. However, the mares still charged up the incline!

Reining his mount to the east, he spurred
the gelding into a run again. The horse’s strides lengthened just
in time to keep it and its two riders from being swept away in the
tide of horseflesh that thundered up the hill and broke about
them.

Sands could do nothing about the mares that
raced after their sultan as the herd split and divided around the
mounted men. He did drive those below him toward the floor of the
valley. Behind him, Will came to life, his arms and voice rising to
aid in the task.

Not fifty, but at least twenty of the mares
and half again as many colts followed the dry creek into the arroyo
and the holding pen that waited within.


 


 


Two

 


With Will’s chin held in his left hand,
Sands stood over his seated friend, turning the younger man’s head
to one side and then the other. A shallow, bloody two-inch gash lay
open along the right side of Will’s skull, a messy reminder of the
spill the youth had taken that afternoon. Sands sucked at his teeth
and solemnly shook his head.

“That bad?” Will’s dark
brown eyes narrowed. Then he winced as Sands eased aside a shock of
his equally dark hair to get a better look at the
injury.

Sands only shook his head again. It was a
gesture Jess Qayle emphasized by peering over Sands’ shoulder and
heaving a hopeless sigh. The farmer turned aside, pulled a battered
hat from his head, and slid his thick fingers through straw-colored
hair. Walking to his mount, he threw an arm around the saddle horn
and leaned there, his back to the two younger men.

“If it looks as bad as it
feels, my skull’s been laid open to my brain.” Will’s anxious gaze
darted over his friend’s face. “No need to keep it from me,
Josh.”

Again Sands pursed his lips and sucked at
his teeth. He started to speak, then paused to draw a deep
breath.

“Josh, you can tell me,”
Will said, his expression as solemn as a preacher reading the final
rites. “Ain’t no need to hide nothing. If it’s bad, Josh, I’ve got
a right to know.”

“Bad doesn’t describe it,
Willard. The way Jess and I see it, it’s the worst it could
possibly be.” Each word he uttered threatened to destroy Sands’
grim face and double him up with laughter. “What do you say,
Jess?”

“The worst.” The farmer
didn’t turn, just shook his head.

“The worst,” Will repeated
softly, and swallowed.

“Yes,” Sands continued.
“This cut isn’t more than a scratch. Which means you’re going to
live.”

“Live? The worst?” Will
blinked and stared up at his friend in confusion.

“Right. And as far as Jess
and I are concerned, there couldn’t be anything worse,” Sands
answered the youth’s bewilderment. “Means we’ve got to keep putting
up with you for more years than either of us wants to think
about!”

“The worst.” Jess repeated
an instant before he broke into laughter. Sands’ sober face
cracked, his own laughter echoing the farmer’s.

“Why you sons of ...” A
flash of anger swept across Will’s suntanned face, then faded when
he started to laugh. “You’re both natural-born bastards! You know
that, don’t you? I’m sittin’ here with a head that’s about to
explode, and you’re makin’ jokes!”

“No harm in a little
funnin’!” Jess pulled a canteen from his saddle horn and tossed it
to Sands. “Use some of that on him. It’ll dull the throbbin’ a
mite.”

Sands’ nose wrinkled when he yanked the cork
from the canteen’s mouth. His eyebrows arched in question when he
glanced at Jess. The farmer nodded. With an uncertain shake of his
head, Sands lifted the canteen, tilted it, and poured a thin stream
of crystal clear liquid over the shallow gash.

In a bat of an eye, Will leaped off the
boulder on which he sat, howling and dancing about like a man who
had just perched atop a bed of red ants. His eyes grew saucer wide
as he stared at Sands and then Jess. “Damn you! What is that,
liquid fire?”

“Lightning!” Jess grinned.
“Drawn from the sky in the sweetest rainwater, its essence
distilled with the finest com mash on God’s green earth. Bottled it
myself this spring.”

“No ailment known to man
can survive a dose of this.” Sands’ grin ran from one ear to the
other as he took a swig from the canteen. Jess’s lightning stormed
down his throat raw and hot. He sputtered, his voice a rasping
whisper. “Smooth as morning dew.”

“Mountain dew,” Jess
corrected. “But you were supposed to offer the boy a drink, not
baptize him with it! A waste of good liquor!”

Shrugging sheepishly, Sands handed Will the
canteen and watched while the younger man eagerly downed two
healthy gulps. A mistake that! In the next moment, Will’s face
turned a livid scarlet. He gagged and coughed as though invisible
fingers encircled his neck, cutting off his windpipe.

“First you … you try ...
to set my head … afire,” he managed to spit out between racking
gasps for air. “Now you’re out ... to ... to … poison
me!”

“Quit your bellyaching. It
made you forget about your head, didn’t it? Some men are never
satisfied!” Sands’ laughter rolled anew as he took the canteen from
his friend’s shaking hands and downed another swallow.

The second sample of Jess’s bottled
lightning went down smoother; now Sands’ throat merely burned like
a wild prairie fire. He shoved the cork into the mouth and tossed
the canteen back to the farmer.

“Give my lightning a few
minutes, Will,” Jess chuckled, then sampled the com liquor with a
relishing smack of his lips. “Won’t be feeling your head or your
belly or your feet or hands or …”

The farmer’s words faded. The sound of
approaching hooves echoed from the mouth of the arroyo. Right hand
dropping to the Colt Texan holster high on his belt, Sands spun
about.

An uneasy, nervous smile moved over his
lips. He slid the partially drawn revolver back. His years of
ranging were hard to set aside. No Comanche war party rode through
the early evening dusk only his ranching partner, Ben Webb. At the
side of his chestnut mare, Louisville Lady, Ben led Will’s errant
roan.

“Found him grazin’ on a
clump of buffalo grass about a mile and half to the west,” Ben said
when he drew to a halt in front of the holding pen. “Also found
these.”

He tossed Sands and Will their hats before
he eased from the saddle to hitch the roan and his chestnut mare to
a cedar rail. Leaning against a rail of mesquite, Ben’s gaze
traveled over the twenty mares within the holding pen.

Walking beside his ranching partner, Sands
used a hand to punch the rumpled hat back into shape, dusted it
off, and settled it back atop his head. In spite of being trampled
beneath half the mustang herd, it held its shape. Even if it
hadn’t, the hat would have had to do. San Antonio and a dry-goods
store were a long way from the arroyo.

“Mile and a half?” Sands
questioned. “Gone a mite long for such a short ride, weren’t
you?”

Ben nodded. “Went looking for that mustang
stallion.”

“What?” Sands looked at
the former slave, uncertain he had heard correctly. “We got the
mares we came for.”

“Yep,” Ben agreed with a
nod. “But I was athinkin’ that bay would make a fine husband for
Louisville Lady and that black Mexican mare we’ve got back at the
Running WS.”

“Thought we were only
coming after mares?” Sands rolled Ben’s plan for the ranch over in
his head.

The former slave of a Kentucky breeding farm
intended to breed his thoroughbred stud, Jester, to twenty-five
mustang mares a year. Money to keep the ranch on its feet until
those first foals proved themselves would come from the stud fees
they would charge for Jester.

That was the main thrust of Ben’s plan.
However, he also wanted to attempt crossbreeding a mustang stud
with the two thoroughbred mares they had.

“Didn’t expect to come
upon as much horse as that bay,” Ben answered. “Don’t s’pect we’ll
find more horse than that no matter how hard or where we
look.”

“And you want to go after
him?”

Ben nodded again. “’Bout two miles south of
here there’s a little valley green with grass and a small stream
runnin’ clean and clear through it. Found him and the rest of the
mares grazin’ there.”

“We’d never get fifty
mares back to the ranch,” Sands said. “Too many for you, Will, and
me to keep together.”

“Don’t want them mares, I
want him,” Ben replied, his eyes rolling toward Sands.

“If you had that stallion
under rope,” Jess said as he walked up behind the two men, “these
mares would follow you back to San Antonio as pretty as you
please.”

“I was thinkin’ the same
thing myself.” Ben glanced over his shoulder at the farmer. He then
turned to Will.

“Don’t look at me.” Will
grinned while he wrapped a white handkerchief about his head as a
makeshift bandage. “I’m the hired hand, remember, boss
man?”

Ben’s dark eyes shifted back to Sands.
“Well, Josh, what do you think?”

“Don’t see how another day
is going to matter one way or another,” Sands replied. “Since we’re
here, we might as well go after that big bay.”

A grin of pure ivory split Ben’s ebony face.
“Good. We’ll camp here tonight, then head south to the valley at
daybreak. With luck we’ll have the stallion and these mares safely
penned at Jess’s spread by afternoon tomorrow. We can get an early
start for the ranch the next morning. Shouldn’t be more than two
days on the trail.”

“If we get back to the
farm early enough, I can put out a call to the neighbors.” Jess
pulled a bedroll from the back of his saddle. “Been lookin’ for an
excuse to throw a bit of a shindig. Ya’ll’s visit is all I
need.”

Sands eased his friends’ voices aside as he
turned back to the mares securely penned in the arroyo. A pleased
smile moved over his lips. This was a rugged and wild country, yet
a man could carve out a good life here. Today he had started to
whittle a place for himself.

Sands dug a hand into a pouch slung from the
waist of his buckskin breeches and found an old, battered briar
pipe. While his thumb began to pack the bowl with the shredded
tobacco at the bottom of the pouch, his head turned to the east. A
cold shiver worked its way up his spine.

There, hanging just above the horizon, was a
bright reddish-orange moon, a moon that was full except for a dark
sliver missing from its rounded side.

Blood Moon the ominous words formed in his
mind. Every man, woman, and child along the frontier knew those two
words, and each of them understood the terror they held. When the
moon rose high, bright, and full, Comanche raiding parties rode
through the night to spread blood across the face of the Moon
Mother.

Sands’ hand slipped from the pouch. Tonight
was not a night for the leisurely pleasure of a pipe. A Comanche
buck could spot a bowl’s glow miles across the open prairie. There
was no need giving them an easy—

Sands caught himself, an ironic smile
twisted his lips. He wasn’t on the prairie tonight, nor on ranger
patrol. More importantly, the camp was far south of the usual
routes taken by raiding parties. He glanced back at the moon,
watching it shed its orange-red hue as it rose higher into the
sky.

Be full by tomorrow night or the next, he
mused idly, the thought of a Blood Moon no longer in his mind.
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