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He charged among them, rifle empty now and
thrown aside, Starr six-shooters drawn. A Lipan came at him,
holding neither gun nor bow, but a long-bladed lance, putting his
mount straight at Gannon’s, his objective to slam his horse into
the Steel Dust while he skewered Gannon with the spear. Gannon
thumbed two shots-the first missed; the second caught the Lipan’s
horse and knocked it down. The Indian landed running, made for
Gannon with lance out, ready to ram it in the Steel Dust’s belly.
Gannon fired again, blew the man’s face apart, and rode over him as
he went down.

Turning in the saddle he saw an Indian bearing
down from the other flank. He fired and never knew whether he hit
or missed, but the threat vanished; then, somehow, he was through
their line. Ahead of them; and now they were chasing him, and the
circle of dead horses was only a hundred yards away, still
sprouting white flowers of gun smoke as at least two Hussars fired
at the Lipans, and the blot of red was still moving there, still
alive. Gannon’s heart lifted, and he let out an exultant
yell.
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Chapter One

Less than half a year ago, the four
thousand cattle had run wild in the wilderness of thorny brush
south of the Nueces; and most of them had never even seen a man on
horseback or felt a rope, let alone a branding iron. Now, though,
herd-broken and as tame as longhorns ever got, they grazed placidly
over the rolling country south of San Antonio, and not a one of
them remained unmarked: every dusty flank bore the big RB that was
the road brand of Rancho Bravo.

Gannon, completing his circuit of
the enormous herd, did not begrudge himself the pride he felt. Hard
work, risk, and combat had gone into gathering all these cow brutes
and bringing them this far. There would be more of all of that
before they reached their destination, nearly a thousand miles away
in an unknown land. But they would make it somehow, and when they
did, the years of grinding poverty would finally be over; he and
his three partners would be rich men.

There was, of course, the
possibility of failure, but he would not think of that. If they
failed, it would be because they were dead. Nothing else would stop
them. Either way, win or lose, as always, the responsibility for
such a drive lay wholly with the trail boss. And Henry Gannon was
trail boss of the Rancho Bravo herd.

Now, the last fifteen men were
waiting for him at the wagons, and he put his big-jawed Steel Dust
gelding toward the camp at an easy lope, his lean body erect in the
saddle. Nearing thirty, he stood just over six feet dismounted, a
man formed by years on horseback, wide in the shoulders, slender in
the hips, his long legs slightly bowed. Beneath his narrow-brimmed,
chin-strapped brush-popper’s hat, his hair was a thick shock of
flaming red; his face was freckled, strong, and roughly made, like
something chopped out of a block of cedar heart by an indifferent
craftsman in the dark with a dull axe. Its almost total homeliness
was, however, redeemed by eyes intensely blue, usually
good-humored, but capable of changing quickly with the flare of his
ready temper, and by a wide mouth that found it easier to grin than
to scowl. It was a face men trusted and women liked, that of a man
who could be joked with, but not trifled with. He wore a dust
flannel shirt, fringed leather chaps over denim pants, boots that
had seen much hard service, and a pair of big jingling spurs. On a
single belt around his waist was a pair of Confederate-issue Starr
revolvers. When he pulled up beside the campfire and dismounted,
there was something in his bearing of a man accustomed to giving
orders and having them obeyed. Partly that stemmed from four years
as a sergeant in Hood’s Texas Cavalry; mostly it came from years of
responsibility in the dangerous business of working longhorned
cattle in thick brush.

“Well, I’ve paid ’em off,” Philip
Killraine said, voice twangy with New England accent. Gannon’s age,
he was shorter, stockier: auburn-haired, with a bristling cavalry
mustache. And where Henry’s movements were slow, methodical,
Killraine’s were quick and energetic, as if his body were built up
on coiled steel springs. He wore range clothes, but his military
stance betrayed his West Point training. It was his capital that
financed this drive, and his the thankless job of handling Rancho
Bravo’s finances, making every nickel do a dollar’s worth of work,
as was absolutely necessary in the total poverty of defeated Texas
in 1866. “Now,” Killraine added, “they’re waiting for you to have
your say.”

Gannon nodded, planting himself
spraddle-legged before the fifteen men standing or squatting around
the cook fire. They were, he thought with affection and pride,
enough to scare a bear. With matted hair, shaggy beards,
trail-gaunted bodies draped in scarred brush clothes and tag ends
of Confederate uniforms, they looked only a little less wild than
the cattle they had dug out of the chaparral and pushed from
southeast Texas to San Antonio. Right now, he knew, they were
almost exploding with eagerness to hit the town’s bars and
brothels.

“Well,” Gannon said, voice deep,
carrying, “I won’t keep you fellers long. We’ve done the best we
could by you, just like we promised. I know five dollars each don’t
seem like much, but anyhow we’ve paid in gold, and, scarce as hard
money is, that ought to stretch it in San Antone. I wish it could
be more—but when we get to Colorado and sell the herd, there’ll be
a bonus for every one of you.”

He paused.

“Now, I’ll tell you what I told
the other boys when they went in. San Antone’s full of Yankee
soldiers and carpetbaggers and likely some’ll try to needle you
into fightin’ the war all over again. Don’t give ’em that
satisfaction. It’s over now and we got bigger fish to fry. Besides,
you’ll get all the fightin’ you can handle, likely, before we reach
the Pecos. So stay clear of that kind of mess if you can—but
remember, if you do get into trouble, Rancho Bravo looks after its
own. I’ll be in town later with the wagon and see to you, and none
of you’ll be abandoned unless the fix you’re in is completely your
own fault.”

He grinned.

“I don’t have to tell you to watch
the card-sharps and the wheeligo girls and not to get rolled. But—”
Suddenly he was deadly serious. “But here’s one thing I want clear.
Every man’s to be back here at daybreak tomorrow morning—and nobody
had better bring any bottles or cards with him when he comes. Booze
and games of chance cause arguments and fights in camp and on the
trail, and I’ll have none of that. When we move out, whiskey and
gamblin’s totally prohibited, and any man that breaks that rule is
through, then and there, and leaves the drive, I don’t care where
we are, even if it’s in the middle of Comanche country. So get it
out of your system now and come back ready for hard work. You
understand?”

A murmur of assent went through the
men. Gannon’s grin returned. He glanced at the horses, already
saddled, waiting. “All right. Then get the hell outa here and when
you hit San Antone, let ’em know you’re there!”

It was as if he’d released a
spring. Yelling like devils suddenly discharged from hell, they
charged for mounts, sprang into leather, spurred, and, still
howling, thundered off around the wagons and across the prairie.
But Gannon remained where he was, staring at the single Rancho
Bravo man who had not moved.

“All right, Ogden,” he said,
a touch of weariness in his voice. I might have known it would be
him, he thought. “What seems to be the
trouble?”


The man named Ogden was big
and rawboned and shambling, with a sandy beard, squinting eyes, and
a mouth that seemed always twisted with some kind of perpetual
grievance. A bad mouth, Gannon had noticed since they had hired the
man: bad in every sense of the word. Ogden
was better at complaining and causing friction than at hard work,
but Gannon had hoped he would straighten out as time went on, for
he had potential. Undeniably he was good with rope and gun, had a
fair amount of cow sense, and there was immense strength in his
hulking body. Gannon had given him the benefit of the doubt, hoping
he would lose that curious sullen streak of childishness. But it
was still there, visible in the aggrieved expression on the man’s
face.

“Trouble?” Ogden said, a whine
embedded in his raspy voice. “I’ll tell you what’s the trouble.” He
dug in his vest, brought out a five-dollar gold piece, holding it
between thumb and finger as if it were something nasty. “This
here’s the trouble. Five lousy bucks! Listen, Gannon, I signed on
with this outfit back in Double Oaks for twenty-five a month. I’ve
put in a full thirty days with Rancho Bravo as of day before
yestiddy and I want my money, all of it, before I go into San
Antone.”

“Now, wait, Ogden,” Killraine cut
in sharply. “You know—”

“Phil, I’ll handle this.”
Gannon took a step toward the man. Ogden tensed, then eased as
Gannon halted. “All right, Ogden.” Now Henry’s voice rang coldly.
“You think back. We talked about the terms before you signed. Most
of the men got a share in this herd, one way or the other, but we
needed extra riders and we promised them twenty-five a month
payable after the
drive is over, the cattle sold. You knew good and well from the
first that we don’t have the cash to pay off every month and that
you’d be workin’ on credit—and you’re the only one that’s raised a
fuss about it. But then you’ve raised a fuss about a lot of things.
You don’t like the grub, don’t like takin’ your turn at pushin’
drags or workin’ with hospital stock and—” he shrugged. “Let it
ride. Phil, give him another twenty dollars.”

“What?” Killraine stared, as Ogden
blinked rapidly, then began to smile.

“Give him twenty dollars and mark
him off the books. He’s through, right here and now.”

Ogden’s face changed, grin wiped
out by anger and surprise. “Hold on, Henry Gannon—” He shifted
weight. “You can’t fire me for askin’ what I got due!”

“You’ll git what you got due and
not a damned thing else,” Gannon said coldly. “Wages for a month
and a day and a half. Nothing else. And then you’ll clear out of
camp. Right now.”

Ogden opened his mouth, closed it
again as he met Gannon’s eyes. “Well, hell,” he said. “That’s all
right with me. Gimme the money and I’ll ride.”

“I don’t think you’ll ride,”
Gannon answered deliberately. “The way I remember, you didn’t even
have a horse when you signed on with us. You’d done sold that and
was just before sellin’ off your saddle. You go out with what you
brought in, and that’s all.”

Ogden drew in a deep breath.
“Gannon, it’s fifteen miles from here to San Antone. You expect me
to walk that with
a bedroll and a saddle?”

“Well, you ain’t riding a company
mount, that’s for sure. Anybody else, I’d lend him one, but a man
that don’t keep his bargain with his brand, he can’t be trusted to
return a horse, neither, and we need every mount we’ve got. But if
it’ll help you, we’ll bring in your bedding and your saddle in the
wagon and leave ’em at Buckert’s saloon. Or—” He shrugged. “You
want to buy a horse, we’ll sell you one for the goin’ price. Any
mount in your string for twenty dollars.”

Ogden was silent for a moment, face
working beneath his beard. Killraine looked at him sharply, then
climbed up into the wagon. For an interval, there was no sound save
the bawling of the cattle, the ceaseless wind whipping the dirty
wagon tarps. Then Killraine jumped down, notebook and pencil in his
hand. “Here you are, man. Twenty-one dollars and two bits. Sign
this receipt.”

Ogden glared at him, at Gannon,
then spat. Slowly he took the pencil and scrawled his name. “All
right,” he said hoarsely. “It’ll be a pleasure to git away from
this outfit. I’ve had a belly full of workin’ for a goddam Yankee
and a nigger anyhow. And you’re no better, Gannon. Any Texan that
would hook up with a Bluebelly and a nigger ain’t nothin’
anyhow.”

Gannon fought back the flare of his
ready temper. “You’re entitled to your opinion. You can also carry
your own damned saddle and bedroll, now. You wouldn’t want ’em
dirtied any more by ridin’ in the same wagon with Killraine’s and
Whitton’s blankets, I reckon. On your way.”

“Now, listen, Gannon—”

“I said, get your gear and move!
You’ll be out of camp in five minutes.”

For a moment, Ogden’s face wore the
look of something cornered. Then, drawing on some extra resource of
bravado, he spat into the dust at Gannon’s feet. “You don’t own
this ground, Gannon. I got as much right to be here as anybody.” He
flexed big hands. “I leave when I’m ready. Unless you figure you
can throw me out.”

“Why, yes, if it comes to that,”
Gannon said.

Ogden made a sound in his throat.
“You try it!” he rasped, and then he came at Gannon, face twisted
with fury and desperation, huge fists clubbed.

He was fast and his arms long and
Gannon just had time to brace himself, pivoting to take Ogden’s
first blow on his upper arm. It rocked him and Ogden hit him in the
chest and knocked him back and came on at him, and Gannon caught
the rankness of unwashed body, sweat, tobacco juice. Ogden’s fist
blotted out his vision, aimed for his face. Gannon jerked his head
aside, felt knuckles rake his cheek, hit out blindly. The blow, a
short right, caught Ogden on the breastbone, and now that Henry
Gannon was on balance again his left came in, low and hard. It
slammed into the soft spot between breastbone’s lower end and the
banded muscles of Ogden’s belly, and spittle hit Gannon’s face as
Ogden lost his breath. Then Gannon had the balance, the fighting
slack that he needed. Gasping, nerves of his solar plexus nearly
paralyzed, Ogden grappled for him with clawed hands, nails raking
Gannon’s cheek. Gannon dodged, bore in, his next blow snapping
Ogden’s head back. He had Ogden now, sent another short left to the
gut. Ogden bent forward and Gannon hit him in the mouth, smashing
lips on teeth. Ogden sobbed strangely, rocked back, brought up
against a wagon wheel. Gannon came in fast, and as he closed, he
heard Killraine’s warning shout. Ogden’s right hand went down,
grabbed his holstered Army Colt, dragged it up, hammer coming
back.

Gannon had no time to draw a weapon
of his own, and no room. As the Colt came into line he grabbed
Ogden’s wrist with both his hands and jerked. Gun flame burned his
shirt and the flank beneath it as he knocked the muzzle out of
line. At the same time, desperately, he ducked his head, then
brought it up with all the force of neck and shoulder muscles.
Beneath the scanty cover of the hat crown, he felt the impact as
his skull caught Ogden beneath the jaw, heard Ogden’s teeth click
together. Then, both hands still locked on Ogden’s wrist, he
brought up a knee, its passage short, brutal. He felt soft flesh
give, heard Ogden scream. Then the gun came loose and fell, and
Gannon stepped back as Ogden dropped sideways into the dust,
doubled up and writhing, making a noise like a wounded dog and all
fight gone from him. Gannon never paused. He kicked the gun aside
and turned, drawing his right Starr. Stepping back, he lined it on
the twitching man beside the wagon. Ogden, in his agony, was not
even aware of the threat.

“Henry,” Killraine whispered.
“Great Scot, but that was close.”

“Yeah.”

Gannon’s own legs were a little
shaky with reaction. He heard the drum of hoofbeats as riders,
drawn by the shot, galloped toward the wagons from the herd. His
side hurt where the gun flame had seared it. He waited, while Ogden
kept on moaning, and as the sound died to a whimper, horses pulled
up behind him and gear squeaked as men dismounted. Then Elias
Whitton was there beside him, staring down at the beaten man.
“Henry,” he asked, “what the hell is goin’ on?”




Whitton was not a tall man,
but he was built to the conformation of a bull, big head, muscular
shoulders straining at his shirt beneath a scarred leather jacket.
He wore a brush hat, chaps, and a single gun. The eyes beneath
heavy ridges of bone were alert and questioning as they shuttled
from Henry Gannon to Ogden’s twitching
body; his nose was flat, his lips thick, and his skin the color of
melted tar. Only a few years ago, Elias Whitton had been a slave:
now, along with Gannon, Killraine, and Lucius Calhoon, who was in
San Antonio, he was a full partner in the strange enterprise called
Rancho Bravo.

Gannon told him, tersely, and
Whitton nodded. “Anyhow, ’Lias,” Gannon finished, “I was a fool to
have kept him on this long. Ought to have fired him long ago.” He
jerked the gun. “All right, Ogden. On your feet.”

Ogden started to protest, then read
his eyes and, mumbling something between swollen lips scrambled up.
He leaned against the wagon wheel, panting, looking fearfully and
with hatred at the men who faced him. Elias Whitton went to him and
yanked the shot pouch slung across his shoulders free. “Man,” he
said, reaching in it, “you better be thankful you got out light. If
you’da killed Henry Gannon, it woulda been the ruin of all our
plans for Rancho Bravo. And then, you know what? We’d have swung
you from a wagon tongue instead of lettin’ you go free.” He took a
box of percussion caps from the pouch, thrust them in his pocket,
slipped the strap back on Ogden’s shoulder. “Strip them caps off
his gun, Phil.”

Killraine did so and handed the Colt to
Whitton, who passed it over butt first. Slowly Ogden rammed it in
its holster.

“Now,” Elias said. “You look like
you in shape to hoof it on to San Antone. But you in no shape to
carry soogans or a saddle. The wagon’ll deliver your gear to
Buckert’s Saloon, and you can pick it up there.” He paused. “Best
you be on your way.”

Ogden’s face, pale, began to
mottle. He found some tatter of defiance. “No—” he began, thought
better, clamped it off.

“No nigger tell you what to do.”
Elias finished it for him. There was a kind of amusement on his
face. “Well, good enough; you not part of Rancho Bravo anymore; you
don’t have to take my orders. But maybe you’d do well to take some
good advice, even from a black-skinned man. I got two pieces for
you. Clear out now, that’s one. Second is, don’t ever come around
Rancho Bravo again or try to damage it in any way. Too many good
men done died to git this outfit this far for trash like you to
bring what they sacrificed to nothin’. You damn near killed the one
man this outfit can’t do without, and you have used up all your
luck. Next time you come around us, it’ll be the wagon tongue for
sure.”

Ogden opened his mouth, closed it.

“Now go,” Elias said. “Your gear
will be at Buckert’s tonight.”

Slowly Ogden turned away, eyes
seething. They watched him carefully as he shuffled out of camp
across the dun prairie, saw him gather speed as his strength came
back and he limbered up. When he disappeared over a ridge’s crest,
Gannon let out a long breath. “You men go back to the herd,” he
commanded, and, save for Elias, they rode off.

Elias reached out, touched the
charred spot on Gannon’s shirt, watched black specks float to the
ground. His face was grave. “That close. A couple of inches to the
side and where would you and Rancho Bravo both be?”

“Me,” Gannon said, “I might be
dead. But Rancho Bravo would go on just the same.”

“Maybe,” Whitton said. “And maybe
not. Well, we lucky; you made it this time. Lemme get some grease
and smear it on that burn.”

“Well, hurry up,” said Gannon. “I
got to start for town. I got things to do. You can send the wagon
after.”

Elias nodded. “Well, you watch your
step. And you look out for that Ogden. He a lowdown cuss, and if he
get a chance, he’ll still do you a meanness.”

“I ain’t worried about Ogden,”
Gannon said.

“Well, we are,” cut in Philip
Killraine. “Remember, Henry, we can’t afford to lose
you.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll take care. And
I got fourteen men in San Antone to watch my back.” Henry grinned
and clapped him on the shoulder. “Now go get that Comanche horse
medicine of yours while I see if I got another shirt.”





Chapter Two

Nevertheless, riding alone to San
Antonio, Henry Gannon did not underrate his partner’s concern. It
echoed a secret fear that had been haunting him and which he had
tried to put away from him without success. Not the fear of death:
he had risked that too many times already for it to stir him more
than any ordinary man, but the fear of failure. And Rancho Bravo
was too great an enterprise, meant too much to too many people to
be allowed to fail.

In a way, he thought, everything about it so
far had been a kind of miracle. Less than a year ago it had been
nothing but a half-formed dream, seemingly impossible of
fulfillment. Now it existed and was on its way and it was up to him
to see it reached its destination and fulfilled its
promise.

His mind drifted back to those
bitter months when he’d first come home to Texas after four years
of war. What he’d found awaiting him had shocked him, thrown him
into deep despair.

Joe Gannon, Henry’s father, had
been a drover in Tennessee before drifting down to fight alongside
Houston against Santa Ana. Then he’d claimed an empire of brushy
land below the Nueces and, working the wild Spanish cattle from the
thickets, had transformed it into a prosperous ranch, trailing
cattle every year over the Old Beef Trail for sale in New Orleans
or shipment on to Cuba. And from the day Henry was old enough to
lift a bridle rein, he had worked alongside his father.

But Joe Gannon had been a rabid
Secessionist, headstrong enough to use his power to harry at least
one former friend and neighbor who stood for the Union clean out of
Texas. Moreover, Gannon had put all his money in Confederate bonds
and currency and had invested something even more precious—his two
sons. When Henry’s brother had been killed outside Atlanta and the
Confederacy had surrendered, the double blow had killed the older
Gannon. And Henry, the last of the line, had returned to a ranch
reclaimed by brush and wilderness, infested with thousands of
longhorn cattle that had multiplied over the war years like fleas
in a carpet. Texas swarmed with them and they were worthless. Even
if Henry had had money enough to hire riders to help him round them
up and tame and drive them, there was no market for them. And he
had no money; he was dead broke.

But there was worse to come.
Weymouth, the neighbor Joe Gannon had run out of Texas, was back,
an official with the Union occupation, and he had a score to settle
with the Gannons. He’d slapped a tax lien on Henry Gannon’s range,
one impossible for Henry to pay, and so the very land itself was to
be taken from him. The cattle were still his, but he had no idea
what to do with them.

Still, a man did what he had to,
and cattle were in Henry Gannon’s blood. Single-handed, he set out
to salvage what he could before the foreclosure. And then the first
miracle had happened; Elias Whitton had ridden into his one-man cow
camp, willing to work for meat to fill his belly. And what Elias
had brought with him was the dream.

Before the war, he’d been a slave
on a nearby ranch, working cattle and a genius at handling horses.
He was also a man of pride and his master was too ready with the
whip, and so, in 1860, Elias had run away—not north, where he could
be taken and returned, but west, where there were no white men at
all.

“Comanche country,” he’d told
Henry. “The Llano Estacado—the Staked Plains. And it didn’t take
long for the Indians to spot me, neither. They ain’t much for black
people, and I figured I was good as dead. But I was mounted on a
tough little paint mustang, and he and me knowed each other and he
give me everything he had. I outrode ’em for so long before they
got me that they couldn’t believe one man could git so much out of
a horse. Thought I had big medicine. So instead of killin’ me, they
adopted me.”

He’d lived with the Comanches for
four years, married an Indian woman. “A good life,” he said. “But
when she died givin’ birth and the baby he died too, somehow it was
all over. Anyhow, I heerd that the war had ended and I was free
now. So I come back to try this freedom. Only it look like I more
free to starve than anything else. It nothin’ like the freedom I
knowed out there on the high plains and across the Pecos.” He had
paused, looking at Henry across their campfire. Then he had said,
“That where you ought to take your cattle.”

Gannon had stared into the
flame-lit eyes. “Why?”

“Because,” Elias answered,
“there’s grass out there to feed a million cattle.”


Even now, as his Steel Dust
kept up a steady lope toward San Antonio, Henry Gannon remembered
how the short hair had risen on the back of his neck at that
word. Grass. To a
cowman, there was magic in the sound.

“But,” he said, his sudden
excitement subsiding, “that’s Comanche country.”

“And I a Comanche in good
standing,” Elias said. As if his own excitement were kindling, he
stood up, staring into the darkness around the clearing where they
were camped. “I know them and they know me. And I think this. I
think that if men who meant to deal fair with them and spoke their
language and knew their ways brought a big herd into their country,
they’d let it stay. We’d have to furnish ’em with trade goods and
let ’em eat our beef when buffalo was scarce, and it’d be no bed of
roses. But the Bents did the same thing with their fort in Cheyenne
country and they got along and made a fortune. Anyhow, it out
there, Henry Gannon, on the Staked Plains and beyond the Pecos,
high above the Big Bend of the Rio Bravo. There. That would be the
place for a man to build the biggest ranch anybody ever saw. Where
there miles of grass far as you can see—grama, bluestem, buffalo
grass—and all of it free for the taking.”

It was a wild idea, yes, but—“Show
me,” Gannon said. ‘‘Draw me a map.” And while Elias scraped it in
the dirt beside the fire, the rest of the dream fell into place.
Gannon said, “Colorado.”

“What?” Elias looked
up.

“Colorado! The gold and silver
mines out there! I was talkin’ to a man not long ago ... all
through the war, those miners have been starved for beef. Since the
Army pulled back and let the Indians have that country, they’ve had
no meat up there at all except a dab from Utah and a herd or two
from California. And they got raw gold to pay for beef with!” His
nostrils flared, like an animal catching fresh, strong scent.
“Elias, look—If we could get through the Comanches, make a deal
with them … Why, a man could trail two thousand head out there, use
a thousand to set up a ranch above Big Bend, drive the other
thousand over Raton Pass to the mines and sell ’em for—who knows
what kind of premium? Fifty, sixty a head anyhow on the hoof, and
maybe more, for cattle you can’t give away here in Texas!” He began
to pace, spurs jingling, and it seemed to him now that he was on
fire inside. “Come back here and buy some more, make the drive
again … skim the cream and make a fortune and then stock a ranch to
supply that market steadily … God almighty, Elias!”

“Well,” Elias said, “you got the
cattle and no land to graze ’em on. I know where the land is and
how to git there, and I can deal with the Injuns. So maybe …
”

“So maybe … ” Gannon said, and
then the fire died. Suddenly he laughed bitterly. “So maybe we’re
both full of locoweed! Sure, there’s two thousand cattle out there,
double that and more!” He flung an arm toward the brush. “But
they’re unbranded and wild as wolves and you got to hunt ’em down
like wolves. Hell, nobody but us two, it would take from now until
the end of time to put a herd that size together. And we ain’t got
until the end of time! Weymouth forecloses on my land in three more
months! It’d take thirty riders, maybe more, to gather what we
need—and who’s got money to pay ’em with? Sure as hell not me or
you.” He shook his head. “No. No, it wouldn’t work.”

Elias nodded, light fading in his
eyes. “Likely you right. Only—what else is there to do?”

“I don’t know,” said Gannon. “I
just don’t know.” He walked to the clearing’s edge, stared out into
darkness. In the brush, bulls moaned and cows bawled and calves
blatted. The night was alive with them. Gannon fought down despair
at his own helplessness. And then he thought of his
father.

It was crazy, yes, a wild,
hopeless gamble. But what had it been for old Joe Gannon—not old,
then, but young, like Henry at this moment—when he had made his
decision to leave the settled country of Tennessee for the unknown
lands of Texas, risking his life in revolution? Suddenly Gannon
seemed to hear his father’s drawling voice.

“Well, the way I figured, any
chance was better than none at all. A man was born to walk on his
hind legs and reach out with his hand, not hide in a hole and never
take a risk—”

Henry Gannon had stood there a full
minute more, listening to his cattle in the brush. And then his
decision was made and he turned back to the fire. “You’re right,”
he said. “There’s nothing else to do. By God, Elias, I don’t know
how, but we’ll either bring it off or bust ourselves. We can’t be
no worse off than we are now!”

“I figure it the same way,”
Whitton said, light flaring in his eyes again. “We do the best we
can, anyhow.”

“Yeah,” Henry Gannon said. He
hesitated. This was something he had never done before; but the war
was over. Elias Whitton was a free man, a proud man, and he had
saved Gannon’s life more than once in the dangerous brush in these
past few weeks. So suddenly Henry thrust out his hand. “And if we
make it,” he said quietly, “you’re in for half.”

Elias stared at the hand in
astonishment. No white man had ever offered him that before. Then
he took it, grinning broadly. “We’ll make it somehow,” he said.
“We’ll build a goddam ranch above the Rio Bravo.”

“Yes,” Gannon said as they shook,
and the name came unbidden from his lips. “We’ll build Rancho Bravo
...”




And so then there were two of them, the
bankrupt white Texas cowman and the black ex-slave, working around
the clock at the hopeless task of hunting down, roping, branding,
taming the wild longhorns, lucky if they could bring in five or six
a day. But then another miracle, and suddenly they were three, for
Lucius Calhoon had come from South Carolina and joined
them.

He was an unlikely addition to
Rancho Bravo, the handsome, aristocratic planter who had lost
everything he owned in the war, including his right hand at the
wrist. And yet it was he who’d made things begin to click. For
Calhoon had been driven by a force stronger than ambition, and that
was vengeance.

He hadn’t lost his hand in combat.
“I was in Belle Isle, the Yankee Prison camp,” he told them. “And
there was a Union lieutenant there from Texas, named Gordon
Weymouth. He liked to hurt people, and he thought it was fun to
hang me up by my wrists. Leave me there until gangrene set in and
the surgeons cut that hand off with no more to kill the pain than a
wooden plug to bite on while they sawed. Well, I’ve lost the right.
But I’ve trained myself to do everything with my left hand most
people can do with two, and I’ve got a score to settle with Gordon
Weymouth.”

And Gordon was the son of Josh, and
Josh Weymouth was the man Gannon’s father had run out of Texas, who
had come back to take Gannon’s land and do Gannon whatever other
damage he could. In the beginning, Calhoon had cared nothing for
the dream of Rancho Bravo—but any enemy of the Weymouth family was
an ally, and so he had thrown in with Henry Gannon and Elias
Whitton. And never had Gannon known such a fighting man or one with
a keener, more imaginative mind. It was Calhoon who had found the
thirty men they needed but had no cash to pay—and who came up with
the idea of paying them in cattle. Letting them register their own
brands, put their iron on one head of stock for themselves for
every head they marked for Rancho Bravo. In that single stroke, he
made men of property of them and won their loyalty.

In combat against the Weymouth
forces, he had earned the one-third interest they had given him in
Rancho Bravo. More important, he had recruited Philip Killraine.
Partly because he and Killraine’s sister Evelyn had fallen in love
with one another, but mostly because Killraine was a man of
honor—and one who had a fine appreciation of the value of a dollar
and the possibility of getting rich with Rancho Bravo.

Killraine had been commander of a
troop of Union cavalry, then, charged with keeping order in that
part of Texas—a nearly hopeless task considering all the bandit
gangs, bushwhackers, and poverty-stricken veterans who knew no
trade but guns. Nevertheless, he had tried, and he had come into
head-on conflict with Weymouth, who had tried to use Killraine’s
troop as a private army against Rancho Bravo. Disgusted with
Weymouth’s political pressures, fascinated by the dream of the big
ranch beyond the Pecos—and influenced by his sister’s love for
Loosh Calhoon—Killraine had resigned from the Army. He’d sunk his
own personal fortune, what there was of it, into Rancho Bravo, in
return for a quarter interest, and as a private citizen had joined
the battle against the Weymouths.

And in the end, the four of them—Henry
Gannon, the
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