
Chapter One

			Leona Trask’s mother had died the winter before, when Leo was sixteen, leaving her to help raise her four younger brothers. They had a crop in the field, but no rain for weeks. Leo hated seeing the desperation in her father’s eyes every morning as he left to go hunting for something to feed his children.

			One morning Leo got up to tend to the fire in their cabin. Her father had already left. She hadn’t heard him go, and he didn’t come home as the day grew into early evening and then night. The next morning when he hadn’t returned, Leo and her brothers scoured the countryside searching for him. Surely he had been thrown from the horse and lay in a field somewhere with a broken leg or worse. Had he met with some sort of terrible accident? If that had been the case, the Trask children would have found him.

			Another day passed and nightfall arrived again with no sign of him. Leo fed the boys bacon and milk and made pallets by the hearth so they could all stay close together. Luther, the youngest one, was afraid, so Leo gathered him close until he fell asleep. That night she listened for any sign of her father’s return. It was nearly dawn before Leo was able to get any sleep. She was frightened and angry about being abandoned again. This time it seemed worse.

			When her mother died, Leo had been forced to watch her get weaker and weaker over a short period of time. Her mother’s death had almost been a blessing with an end to the ever-present pain that ravaged her frail body. But for Leo to wake up and have her father gone without a word was shocking.

			Four days passed before Milton Trask came home. He rode in on a new buckboard loaded with coffee, flour, oats, cornmeal, sugar, and a small bag of hard candy. He passed out new hats for the boys and a sun bonnet for Leo. Then came the real gifts!

			For Henry, who was a year younger than Leo, their father brought a new Winchester .44 rifle. For the twelve-year-old twins, Eb and Earl, he brought them their first pair of boots. For Luther, Milton Trask pulled out a shiny new hunting knife that made the young boy’s eyes sparkle. Then for Leona he had a beautiful ivory comb, detailed with intricate carvings outlining its edges. Leo was not as forgiving as her younger brothers were. Her anger was not so easily dismissed.

			“Where did you get all this, Papa?” Henry asked excitedly as he held his new rifle out in front of him.

			Leo wondered the same thing. They had no money and if it didn’t rain soon, they would have even less in the future when the crop failed.

			“Those boots fit?” he asked Eb as he tousled his son’s hair.

			The younger boys were squealing after having discovered the candy, but Leo cut her eyes over at Henry and saw the questioning gaze he gave her.

			Leo returned to the cabin to fry up more bacon and peel and slice some peaches her father had brought. She would wait until the little ones were tucked in before asking him the questions forming in her head, but much to her relief, Henry’s curiosity saved her from having to do it alone.

			“Where’d you get all this, Papa?” Henry asked him again once they were all in for the evening and gathered around the table.

			“I found work.”

			Work? Leo thought. There was no work to be found…at least no jobs paying this kind of money. He’d only been gone a few days.

			“Where at?” Henry asked. “I’d like to work, too. I’m plenty old enough.”

			Milton got up from the table and plucked his youngest son Luther from his chair and swung him onto his back in a round of horseplay. Leo hadn’t seen her father this relaxed and happy since long before their mother died.

			“I need you here to look after things with your sister,” Milton said to his oldest son. Henry made several attempts to get him to talk about the new job, but the subject was closed.

			Over the next few days, the boys chopped wood, carried up extra water from the creek, patched the cabin’s roof, and tidied up the barn. The Trask family stayed busy, as if preparing for something, but Leo had no idea what. As the only girl in the family, she was expected to cook, do laundry, and keep the cabin clean. It was an unspoken rule, one Leo despised. Begrudgingly, she made biscuits and peach cobblers and kept the cabin spotless while her father and brothers mended fences, moved the outhouse, and cleaned out the chicken coop. Then one night before Leo banked the coals in the fireplace, her father told her he would be gone for a few weeks on his new job, but that he’d return with more supplies.

			“I’ve talked to Henry already,” he said. “You two watch after your brothers while I’m gone.”

			Leo felt frightened again. Whatever “job” her father had, she didn’t like it. The things he had brought with him when he returned this last time cost more than a good crop would have brought in…probably even more than a five-year stretch of good crops. Leo had a bad feeling about all of this—especially since her father wasn’t giving any details.

			“Do you have to go?” she asked him. Being without him worried her. What if one of them got sick?

			“I’ll be back in a few weeks.”

			“Where will you be? What if we need you?”

			“You won’t need me. You’ll be fine.”

			“But—”

			“Go to the Wilkies’ down the road if something happens,” he said. End of discussion. He went to bed. When Leo got up the next morning, her father was gone.

			So Leo and Henry kept the younger ones busy with chores as the days crawled by. In the evenings they sat around the fireplace where the boys shelled pecans and Leo mended shirts and stockings. She told them stories she remembered their mother telling her when she was younger, and they talked about other relatives they hadn’t seen in years.

			The days passed and the little homestead in West Texas looked better than it ever had, even though there was still no sign of rain. As the weeks crept by, Leo began to feel less anxious about her father’s absence. Being the oldest, she was the one her siblings turned to for everything. Even Henry talked things over with her before making any decision. Leo wondered if she would have to cook and clean up after them for the rest of her life. She worried about the future. Too many things could happen to one of them, and eventually they would run out of supplies. Would Papa be back before the flour ran out? What would she feed them if the chickens stopped laying?

			Eventually it got to where Henry came home with a rabbit or a squirrel more often than not when he went out hunting in the mornings. He became a good shot with his new rifle, and was even teaching the twins how to shoot. Leo’s skills as a cook improved, even though she longed to be outside in the sunshine instead of stuck in the cabin. When will Papa be back? She wondered. And how long will he stay next time?

			




Chapter Ten

			Leo woke up the next morning feeling uncertain. Fate had a strange way of working, and things happened for a reason. Those had been her mother’s beliefs, and Leo had adopted them as her own. If Mr. Moody’s bank was owed two hundred dollars, then she had to make it good.

			She got up to make sure the money was still where she had hidden it. Leo was constantly resisting the urge to check on it each night before she went to bed. The money wasn’t going anywhere, she finally decided. The boys never went into her room, and Cordy had money of her own. Stop worrying so much, she thought. If Mr. Moody has the papers Papa signed, then you have to give him the money. It’s that easy. Leo took off her nightgown and dressed for the day. You have the money to pay the debt, she reminded herself. They can’t take the farm away.

			There was a line at the outhouse and sleepy yawns and stretches to go with it. On her way back to the cabin, Leo saw Cordy and Eb carrying out dirty bath water from the night before a bucket at a time. They poured it on the garden and eventually had enough water out of the tub to carry it safely. Luther and Eb were on their way to the barn with the empty tub when Leo reminded them she needed it to do the laundry.

			“What’s left in the garden?” Cordy asked as she sat on the porch steps beside Leo.

			Trying not to think about Cordy’s closeness, Leo concentrated on her question.

			“Mustard and collard greens,” Leo said. “Some dill and turnips. Mostly I’m letting it go to seed now. The peas and snap beans burnt up weeks ago. We couldn’t keep enough water on it.”

			“My mother used to love her garden,” Cordy said. “It’s one of the few memories I have of her.”

			“Mine did, too,” Leo said. She preferred not to talk about her mother. It still made her heart ache and depressed her too much. “It’s a lot easier to take care of when we have rain.”

			Earl came out on the porch and dropped a pile of dirty clothes that had been left near the fireplace the night before. When he went back inside, Leo could smell salt pork frying. It made her stomach growl.

			“You and your brothers have a nice place here,” Cordy said.

			“It’s our home. I can hardly remember living anywhere else.”

			Cordy stood up and looked out across the meadow. She turned around and then glanced over at the barn.

			“I’m leaving after breakfast,” she said.

			Leo felt momentarily confused before an initial stab of panic set in. “Leaving for good? Why?”

			Cordy shrugged. “It’s just something I need to do. I want to thank you for making me feel welcome here.”

			“Where will you go?”

			“I don’t know yet. Maybe back up north to Palo Duro.”

			Just get on a horse and go, Leo thought. She was surprised at how upset she was over this news. Why should she care one way or the other what Cordy did? Leo cleared her throat and asked, “You can’t wait until Henry gets back? He might have news about your father.”

			“My Pa’s dead,” Cordy said. “I knew that before I came here.”

			“Why would you say that?”

			“We would’ve found each other by now. But if I’m wrong, that’s just another reason for me to go to Palo Duro. There’s a chance he might even be waiting for me there.”

			Leo didn’t know what else to say. So many things were bouncing around in her head at that moment. She had not been friendly or hospitable enough toward Cordy. Then Leo’s body reminded her it was Cordy’s voice that haunted her at night and Cordy’s touch that made her ache with longing. How could she vocalize those feelings now and convince her to stay?

			“I’d be interested in buying some of that pemmican you have,” Cordy said with a shy smile.

			“Take anything you want,” Leo said. The disappointment she felt was too overwhelming. Before she said something she would later regret, or even worse—begin to cry—Leo went inside the cabin. She wanted Henry and Papa home now. She wanted her life back the way it was before.

			* * *

			Leo had lost her appetite by the time Earl called them to breakfast. Luther rambled on nonstop about his pig, while Earl and Eb stuffed themselves with jackcakes and honey.

			Leo kept her eyes on her plate and chewed her food only as an afterthought. She was wondering when Cordy would tell the boys about her plans to leave, then realized Cordy might not want them to know. Leo’s mind continued to race on with a slew of what ifs. She didn’t feel as though she had a right to ask Cordy to stay. What if I had been nicer to her in the beginning? she wondered again. What if I’d told her how much better it was around here to have another female in the cabin? Leo was beginning to wonder now why they hadn’t become closer while Cordy was there. Why had two young women not bonded at least on some level? They had things in common—they’d lost their mothers, their fathers were train robbers. They had nothing to show for the ten days they’d spent together. Unless Cordy knows about the feelings you’ve been having about her, Leo thought. She glanced over at her sitting at the end of the table and caught Cordy looking at her. Cordy averted her eyes and seemed to be concentrating on what was left on her plate.

			Leo took a bite of her virtually untouched jackcake then said, “Cordy has something to tell us.”

			Cordy shot her a startled look and then resumed eating.

			“Don’t you?” Leo asked. She was upset and angry. The only thing that was making Leo feel any better was Cordy’s obvious discomfort.

			“Luther doesn’t like surprises,” Leo said. “Tell us what your plans are.”

			Cordy set her fork down beside her plate. “I’ve decided to leave today.”

			“Leave?!” Luther said.

			“Where are you going?” Earl asked.

			Eb didn’t say anything, but stopped eating.

			“Back up north for the summer.”

			“Who’s gonna teach me how to shoot a pistol?” Luther asked. 

			“You already know how, you little weasel,” Eb said.

			“You going to that Palo Duro place you told us about?” Earl asked.

			Cordy nodded.

			“You won’t be scared there with all those outlaws?”

			Cordy remained quiet.

			“You’ll be there alone this time,” Leo said. “You’ve never been there alone before.”

			Cordy looked right at her and their eyes met for an intense, lingering moment, as though they were the only people in the room. That strange fluttering returned to her stomach as Cordy’s eyes searched Leo’s face.

			“There are things much worse than being alone,” Cordy said.

			“What kinds of things come to mind?” Leo quietly asked.

			“Things like losing someone you love,” Cordy said, “or loving someone you can never have. Lots of things.”

			Her words set off a new round of fluttering in Leo’s body. Leo wanted to make Cordy explain what she meant by that, but instead felt paralyzed with emotion and fear.

			“Will you ever come back some day and see us?” Luther asked.

			Cordy stood up from the table. “Maybe. I will if I’m ever by this way again,” she said. “Being here has helped me get my thoughts together. Oh, and when I mentioned earlier about buying some pemmican from you, I really meant that.”

			“Buy it?” Eb said with a curled up nose. “You can have my share for free!”

			* * *

			Leo couldn’t watch her leave. After breakfast she went down to the creek to fetch some water to start the laundry. When she left the cabin, Earl was cutting a nice hunk of pemmican for Cordy to take with her. The boys were busy filling her canteen and making sure her horse was taken care of first.

			Leo took her time, bringing back some water and pouring it in a huge pot to boil. She could hear Cordy and the boys in the barn talking as they saddled her horse. Leo refused to get upset. Henry would be back soon and might even have Papa with him. She tried focusing on that as she headed back down to the creek for more water. It wasn’t long before she heard the sound of Cordy’s horse coming her way.

			Leo lifted the pail out of the creek and turned around. It was early in the day, but already getting hot.

			“I couldn’t leave without seeing you one last time,” Cordy said.

			Leo squinted up at her on the horse. “Well, now you’ve seen me.”

			Cordy looked away. “Yeah, I’ve seen you.”

			Leo set the bucket down. She couldn’t find the courage to ask Cordy what she meant earlier about loving someone she could never have. There were so many things about her that made Leo nervous and uneasy. Why is it you can stare down the likes of a banker coming to snatch the farm, but you can’t look a young girl in the eye without feeling foolish?

			“I hope Henry comes home soon,” Cordy said. “And I hope he has good news about your father.”

			“Thanks. So do I.” She picked up the bucket and squinted into the sun again to look at her. “I wish you weren’t leaving.”

			“This is best.” Cordy sat up straight in the saddle. “You can keep Pa’s horse. I don’t need it.”

			“We’ll take good care of it,” Leo said. She felt a lump forming in her throat, but swallowed hard and managed to say, “You’re always welcome here, Cordy.”

			She nodded and turned her horse around and rode away.

			* * *

			When Leo got back to the cabin, she sent Luther to the creek again for more water. It was Earl’s turn to be the house-mouse, but laundry wasn’t included as part of those duties yet. Leo was picky about how she wanted the laundry done anyway.

			Eb had hitched up the wagon and was off in the woods looking for dead trees or large branches to bring back for firewood. The last time he and Earl had been out there, they had found the beehive with all the honey they’d enjoyed for days afterward.

			“I don’t like wash day,” Luther said as he set the pail of water down by the steps. Leo helped him pour it in the tub and get the laundry started. The pot of water she’d set on the stove earlier was beginning to boil. Luther’s job would be to wring out as much water as possible from the wet clothes after Leo scrubbed them good.

			“Do you like this more than cleaning the chicken coop?” Leo asked him.

			“Yes,” he admitted.

			“What about moving the outhouse?”

			Luther threw his head back and laughed. “Maybe wash day ain’t so bad after all!”

			* * *

			Leo and Luther both stopped what they were doing as soon as they saw the two riders coming toward the cabin. Leo felt her pulse quicken at the thought of Henry and Papa finally arriving, but then she saw the hat and Otis Moody’s dusty coat. She didn’t know the other man with him.

			“I thought it was Papa and Henry,” Luther said. The disappointment in his voice mirrored her own.

			“So did I,” Leo said. “Get in the cabin. You and Earl stay there.”

			“We’ll be watchin’,” Luther said as he did what she told him to. She straightened up and left the wet clothes in the tub. Drying her hands on her dress, Leo stayed on the porch so neither of the men would be looking down at her from their horses.

			“Mornin’, Miss Trask,” Otis Moody said with a tip of his dusty hat. The man with him stayed on Mr. Moody’s right, away from Leo.

			“Good morning,” Leo said. “Did you bring the paper my father signed?”

			“I sure did.” He opened his coat and took out a folded document, then leaned over and handed it to her. Leo unfolded the paper and scanned it for her father’s signature.

			The entire thing consisted of one short paragraph that was written in longhand—with bad grammar and even worse spelling. The penmanship, however, looked painstakingly clear and precise with a carefully blocked script. Leo also noted that Papa had apparently misspelled his own name and had also printed it instead of signing it in cursive writing, like he usually did. Leo was convinced that her father had not signed this paper, but what her next step should be, she wasn’t too sure about yet.

			“Who is the gentleman with you, Mr. Moody?” Leo asked.

			“One of my bank tellers.”

			“Does he have a name?”

			“You have the money your father owes my bank?”

			“My father didn’t sign this paper, Mr. Moody. I’m not giving you anything.” She carefully folded the document and handed it back to him.

			“Then I’ll have to bring the sheriff with me next time.”

			“That’ll be fine.”

			The other man leaned over so he could look around Mr. Moody. “Forget the money,” he said. “Tell us where the gold is.”

			“What?” Leo said. She wasn’t sure she had heard him correctly. “Did you say gold?”

			“Now Miss Trask,” Mr. Moody interjected, “I’m sure we can settle this matter without resorting to any—”

			“Who are you?” Leo asked them collectively.

			The other man pulled out a gun and pointed it at her. “Give us the money and the gold.”

			




Chapter Eleven

			Leo heard the cabin door open. Earl came out with Papa’s rifle pointed at Mr. Moody. From her peripheral vision, she could also see Luther with a six-shooter pointed at the other man.

			“Drop the gun or I’ll blow you right outta that saddle, mister,” Earl said slowly.

			“And if he don’t,” came Eb’s voice from the side of the cabin, “then I will.”

			It was only then that it actually registered with Leo that Luther was standing beside her with a gun. They didn’t own a pistol, but she was glad he had it, wherever it came from.

			In a voice as clear and steady as any Leo had ever heard before, young Luther Trask said, “And if my brothers don’t blow you two outta them saddles, then I will.”

			The man tossed his gun to the ground as if it were too hot to hold any longer. Eb was there quickly and reached down to pick it up.

			“Get off them horses,” Eb said.

			The two men slowly did as they were told.

			“They ain’t bankers, Leo,” Luther said.

			Leo finally got a good look at the second man, and couldn’t believe he had even attempted to pose as a banker. His dark vest had a hole in it and was stained in several places. His coat and trousers were so big there was no way they could’ve originally belonged to him.

			“Put their horses in the barn, Luther,” Earl said.

			“What are you young ’uns doing with all these guns?” Mr. Moody asked.

			“Don’t you worry about that,” Earl said.

			“What are you bumpkins doing in suits?” Eb asked. “Get your hands up over your heads.”

			Luther led the horses away while Eb and Earl lined up the two men in front of the porch. Earl glanced over at Leo as if to say, “Now what?”

			“Make sure they don’t have any other weapons on them,” she said. “Knives, guns or anything like that.” Leo held her hand out to take the rifle Earl was holding. Walking around in front of the men, she turned to Mr. Moody and asked how he knew she had two hundred dollars. “Why that amount in particular?”

			He didn’t say anything in response to her question or to Earl taking the pistol Moody had stuffed in his belt. Luther came back from the barn and stood next to his brothers.

			“Where’d you get that gun?” Leo asked her little brother.

			“Cordy gave it to me,” Luther said.

			“Cordy Kincade?” the other man asked.

			Everyone looked at him, including Moody.

			“How do you know Cordy?” Earl asked.

			“I didn’t say I knew her.”

			“You know her last name,” Earl said.

			“Shuddup, you fool,” Moody snapped at the other man.

			Everything was happening so fast, Leo couldn’t think clearly. What were they going to do with these two?

			Leo thought they might have information about Papa. After all, they knew about Cordy and the two hundred dollars Papa had given her. Then like a lightning bolt zapping her, a thought very disturbing popped into Leo’s head. It sure is an interesting coincidence that Cordy decided to leave just at the time these two “bankers” showed up! Leo pushed those suspicions out of her mind for the time being. Cordy doesn’t know these two, she decided quickly, but that doesn’t explain how they know her!

			“Get your boots off,” Leo said to the two men. To Earl she said, “Take them out behind the cabin and get them out of their clothes. All except their drawers. And make sure I don’t have to see any of that.”

			“What?!” Moody exclaimed.

			“You heard what she said,” Earl barked. He took the rifle back from Leo. “Get your boots off.”

			After the grumbling and grunting to pull off their boots was over, the two men were angry. Moody threw each boot in the dirt once he struggled to get it off.

			“You gonna shoot us?” the other man asked after he finally tossed his second boot on the ground.

			“We might,” Luther said. “That depends on you.”

			Eb snickered and cut his eyes over at Leo. “Listen to that little weasel.”

			Leo motioned to the left with her head. “Get moving. If they so much as twitch wrong, shoot them in a leg or something.”

			Earl nodded toward Moody and his friend. “Let’s go.”

			The two men shuffled off in their stocking feet.

			“Get them hands up,” Eb barked.

			Luther went to follow them, but Leo called him back. “Go to the barn and get some rope. Have the twins tie them up once they’re down to their long handles.”

			He nodded and headed toward the barn.

			“Luther,” she called.

			He stopped and turned around.

			“When did Cordy give you that six-shooter?”

			“This morning before she left.”

			“What did she say about it?”

			He shrugged. “Nothing. She had a saddlebag full of guns. She gave one to each of us.”

			So Earl and Eb also have one, she thought. Leo wasn’t sure she liked that idea.

			“We got to pick the ones we wanted,” Luther said proudly.

			“Cordy didn’t say anything about you boys maybe having to use these guns soon, did she?”

			Luther shook his head. “No. All she said was she had extras she’d found.”

			Leo nodded. “Go get the rope and help your brothers.”

			So Papa, Uncle Jake and Alva Kincade took guns as well as money, Leo thought. Ha! That worked out pretty well! Luther brandishing a pistol like he knew what he was doing might have been what prompted the “bankers” to drop their guns in the first place.

			* * *

			The boys had the two men tied up in the barn in their underwear. Luther brought their dirty, smelly clothes and dropped them on the porch.

			“You gonna do their laundry?” Eb asked.

			The laughter came easily. It was a release from the tension and stress.

			“What are we gonna do with those two?” Earl asked, nodding toward the barn.

			“One of ’em likes to talk,” Eb said.

			“But that Mrs. Moody won’t let him,” Luther added.

			“They’ll get hungry enough to talk soon,” Leo said. She didn’t have any sympathy for them. They had been there to cheat and rob her.

			All four saw the two riders at the same time coming over the hill in the distance. Leo’s heart started racing. She wasn’t ready to go through this again.

			“More bankers?” Earl asked.

			“Luther, you get in the cabin,” Leo said. “Eb, you watch from the barn door and Earl, you stay with me.”

			The boys did as they were told.

			“If they have guns drawn,” Leo said, “shoot them.”

			Why didn’t Cordy leave me a gun, too, Leo thought suddenly, and then as if reading her mind, Luther came back out of the cabin and handed her a pistol.

			“Me and the twins picked one out for you and one for Henry,” Luther said. He went back inside the cabin and took his place at the door.

			The gun felt vaguely familiar in her hand. It didn’t seem as heavy as she remembered from target practice.

			“Stand behind me,” Leo said to Earl.

			“Why? I’m not afraid.”

			“You better be afraid! Now get behind me. I don’t want the first thing they see when they ride up is you with a rifle.”

			“Then I’ll keep the rifle behind you,” he said. “How’s it gonna look me standing back there? Like some frilly coward.”

			As the riders got closer, their horses began to pick up speed. Suddenly, Leo was less certain that it was wise to be standing so boldly in front of the cabin, even though she and Earl had weapons.

			“I really hate bankers,” Luther said through the crack in the cabin door.

			“Me, too,” Earl agreed.

			“It’s Henry,” Eb called from the barn. “That’s Papa’s horse!”

			“Is Papa with him?” Luther shouted. He was out of the cabin and scrambling down the steps.

			All three boys were at Leo’s side as they stood there waiting for the horses to reach them. Finally, Luther said, “It’s Uncle Jake with him.”

			Henry and Jake rode up and hurried down off their horses.

			“Where’s Papa?” Leo asked.

			“I’ll tell you all about it,” Henry said. He was covered in trail dust. “Get inside.” He took the rifle Eb was holding and gave it to Jake.

			“What’s the matter?” Leo asked him, now even more alarmed than before.

			“Eb, take care of the horses,” Henry said. “They need water. Earl, you stay with Jake and keep a lookout for riders.”

			“What’s going on?” Leo demanded. “We’ve got two men tied up in the barn. Are they the ones you’re worried about?”

			“Which two?” Uncle Jake and Henry asked at the same time. “Moody’s one of them,” Leo said. “We didn’t get the other one’s name yet.”

			“I bet Gill’s the other one,” Jake said. “Those two idiots got here before we did?”

			“Moody was here alone yesterday,” Leo said. “He wanted money he said Papa owed.”

			“Well, if those two barn rats have been here already,” Henry said, “then the smart ones might be out there layin’ low and biding their time. Get in the cabin.”

			“I really do hate bankers,” Luther said as he climbed the porch steps.

			Leo put her hand on his shoulder, then realized she was still holding the pistol he had given her earlier.

			* * *

			Leo made sure she was sitting close to Luther when Henry told them the news about Papa.

			“He’s dead,” Henry said quietly. “Him and Alva Kincade.”

			Luther grabbed onto Leo and held her tightly. Earl found her hand and squeezed it hard. At that moment she needed to hold them as much as they needed her.

			“Wait until Eb comes in before you say anything else,” Leo said. Even though she had expected this, she still wasn’t prepared for it.

			The way Luther sobbed into her neck made Leo’s heart feel like it was breaking. Her eyes filled with tears as she held him.

			A little while later Eb came in and leaned the rifle close to the door. He took his usual seat at the table and said, “Papa’s not coming home, is he?”

			Henry shook his head and then said, “No.”

			Luther tore himself from Leo’s arms and ran to the ladder and scrambled up to the loft. They could hear him sobbing up there and it just seemed to make the whole thing worse.

			“What happened to him?” Eb asked. Other than his voice being huskier, he showed no outward signs of emotion.

			Henry looked across the table at Leo.

			“The twins are old enough,” she said. “We’ll tell Luther another time.”

			Henry nodded and began his story.

			“I found Frederick the second day I was in San Antonio. He knew a lot of important people and got the information we needed.” Henry stopped and looked at the twins. Earl wiped his nose on the sleeve of his shirt, while Eb stared straight ahead. Henry went on to explain that Papa, Uncle Jake and Alva Kincade had been robbing trains in South Texas. “And apparently they were good at it.”

			Earl and Eb both looked over at him. Earl’s mouth hung open, but Eb still showed no emotion.

			“There were wanted posters out for them,” Henry continued. “The last train they tried to rob had federal marshals on it. Alva and Papa were beat up on the train and the three of them were thrown in jail once they got to San Antonio. All three were lucky they weren’t killed then. Anyway, the next day they were tried and then taken to prison. Papa died there a few days later. Mr. Kincade died not long after that. They were both beaten up pretty bad according to Uncle Jake.”

			Earl reached over and took Leo’s hand again. She squeezed it as though her life depended on it. Eb looked up at the ceiling in the direction of the loft. It was the first time she had noticed that Luther had stopped crying.

			“So Frederick and I found the prison,” Henry said. “As it turns out, some of the prisoners got it in their heads that there was a lot of money left behind. Uncle Jake got to talking and bragging a little about a few things, so other prisoners knew Cordy had been rounding up the horses after each train robbery.”

			Leo was amazed Henry could be so calm, but he’d had more time to adjust to Papa being dead.

			“Uncle Jake is feeling bad about all of this,” Henry said. “I think he’s starting to remember other things he said to those people.”

			“Did he mention us?” Leo asked. “Here at the farm?”

			Henry nodded.

			“Then prisoners could have known I had the money,” Leo said.

			Henry nodded again.

			“How did those convicts get out of prison?” Leo asked. “Or did they get word to friends on the outside?”

			“Yeah,” Eb said. “How did Uncle Jake get out of prison?”

			“There was a fire at the prison while Frederick and I were there,” Henry said, “and a lot of the prisoners escaped then. Frederick and I found Uncle Jake in all the confusion, and then Frederick gave us his horse. We’ve been riding ever since.”

			Leo let out the breath she had been holding as Henry finished the last part of the story. “So what you’re telling us now is that Uncle Jake is the reason Mr. Moody came here for money.”

			Henry looked her in the eye and said, “Yes. And not only that, Uncle Jake’s probably still wanted by marshals for train robbery as well as for escaping from prison now.”

			Leo was too emotionally drained to be angry at Uncle Jake right then.

			“He really feels bad about all of this, Leo,” Henry said. “He wouldn’t stop riding. He’s been so worried about you and the boys and Cordy.” He stopped for a moment then added, “He’s a different person now. Having to watch Papa die that way has changed him.”

			Leo felt Earl squeeze her hand again.

			“Frederick wants nothing to do with him right now,” Henry continued. “Frederick’s in a bad position where he works. We’re not sure how much danger he’s in either. Some of those prisoners who escaped might think he knows something, too. Apparently Uncle Jake bragged about having more money than there really was.” Henry took a deep breath. “But Uncle Jake is the only family we have left now. Him and our two cousins are it. Uncle Jake is sorry about what happened. I’ve never seen him so determined before…so sick in his heart about all of this.”

			After a moment, Henry cleared his throat. “I know this is a shock to all of you, but we’re not sure what’s going on with those prisoners who escaped.”

			He put his hands over his face, and when he finally took them away, there were streaks where tears had mixed in with the trail dust on his skin. “We didn’t know what we would find when we got here,” Henry said with emotion. “We rode as hard as we could.” He cleared his throat again and wiped his eyes and nose on his dusty shirt. “Those men in prison are ruthless, and there’s no telling how many are looking for this place right now, thinking there’s piles of money and gold.”

			“Gold?” the twins said at the same time.

			“Gold,” Henry repeated. “Uncle Jake dressed up the story pretty good.”

			“We don’t have any gold,” Leo said. It wasn’t until Henry mentioned it that Leo remembered the two men in the barn asking about gold.

			“I know,” Henry said. “But the outlaws don’t know we don’t have any.”

			Leo got up from the table and went to Henry and hugged him. Even though he had not returned with Papa, he had done everything Leo and the boys had needed for him to do.

			“Where’s Cordy?” Henry asked.

			“She left this morning,” Earl said.

			“They’re looking for her, too.”

			“When was the last time you had any sleep?” Leo asked him.

			“I can’t even remember.” He put his arms around Leo and hugged her tightly. “I was so worried about all of you.”

			“We did fine,” Leo said. “Wait till you see those two we have in the barn. Are you and Uncle Jake hungry?”

			“I’ll eat anything but pemmican,” Henry said, sniffing and letting go of her. “I never wanna see any of that again.”

			




Chapter Twelve

			“Riders coming,” Jake said from the porch.

			Leo and Henry scrambled up from the table. Henry grabbed the rifle by the door and went outside.

			“How many?” Henry asked.

			“Two that I can see,” Jake said. “Skirting the tree line.”

			Leo climbed the ladder to the loft and found Luther on the bed asleep. She gave his shoulder a shake, which woke him.

			“Come with me,” Leo said.

			Luther got up just as the shooting began outside. She grabbed his hand and they climbed down the ladder.

			“That doesn’t sound like target practice,” Luther said.

			“Two riders showed up,” Leo said. She grabbed the pistol off the table, but the shooting outside had stopped already.

			“Did we get ’em?” Jake called from somewhere outside.

			“They’re down,” Leo heard one of the twins shout from the yard.

			Leo was scared and angry. She went to the door and shouted, “How many more could be out there?”

			“We only saw two, but there could be five or so,” Jake said. “That’s my best guess. Earl!” he hollered. “You boys see anything?”

			“Them two aren’t moving,” Earl yelled back. Leo could see him at the end of the barn when she stuck her head outside. He held Papa’s rifle like he’d been using it his whole life.

			“I’m going around the back,” Henry said. “They could be anywhere.”

			Leo and Luther stayed inside the cabin door, while Uncle Jake sat on the porch. Luther never left Leo’s side. She kept her arm around his shoulder to comfort him the best she could. Scanning the landscape for movement kept her senses sharp and her body on edge. The cabin only had one window, so staying close to the door was the best way she could see what was happening outside.

			Then shots rang out from behind the cabin. Uncle Jake jumped up and went around by the smokehouse to help Henry.

			“Let’s get all the ammunition together,” Leo said to Luther. Giving us something useful to do might help take our minds off what’s going on out there, Leo thought. She stayed by the door while Luther piled the ammo on the table. He found his pistol and checked to make sure it was fully loaded. When the shooting behind the cabin stopped, Leo stuck her head out the door and yelled for Henry. He answered her right away.

			“Me and Jake’s fine! We got another one!”

			Earl ran up on the porch and Leo opened the door for him.

			“Those two up front are dead and look meaner than the two in the barn,” he said. He reloaded his pistol and took a handful of bullets and stuffed them in his pocket. He checked the two pistols shoved in his belt, and reloaded them.

			“Where’d you get those?” Luther asked, pointing to the spare pistols.

			“Got ’em off those dead varmints out there,” Earl said. “Where do you suppose prisoners got all these guns?” he asked. “And horses, too?”

			“They probably stole them,” Leo said.

			“Eb is rounding up their horses if he can catch ’em. We don’t need other people showing up and seeing rider-less horses everywhere.”

			“Take some of this to Henry and Uncle Jake,” Luther said. He piled a handful of bullets and shells in Earl’s hands. The cabin door opened and all three of them swung around with their guns pointing.

			“Whoa there!” Uncle Jake said. “Put them things down.”

			“You scared us!” Luther said.

			“I know. I’m sorry.” He reloaded his rifle and took extra shells for him and Henry; before disappearing again.

			“Go stand by the door, Luther,” Earl said. “Shoot anybody you see who isn’t one of us.”

			Leo could see a wild look in Earl’s eyes. We’re killing people, she thought with a sense of sadness. They’re bad people trying to kill us, but they’re still people.

			“What are we going to do, Leo?” Earl asked. “We have to sleep sometime. We can’t be awake and watching for them forever.”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Here comes Eb with the other two horses,” Luther said.

			“It’ll be dark soon,” Earl reminded her.

			“Send Henry in here,” she said. “You go take his place in the back.”

			Earl nodded and left. On the porch Leo heard him tell Eb to put the horses in the barn. A few minutes later, Henry came in.

			“It’s quiet out there again,” he said.

			Leo told Luther to keep watch at the door. She motioned for Henry to follow her into her bedroom where she closed the door behind them.

			“What are we going to do, Henry?” She relayed her fears about standing watch at night, no sleep and the constant worry about the unknown where it concerned outlaws hounding them for the stolen money and the mysterious gold they didn’t have.

			“Even if we turned the money over to somebody,” she said, “there could be more outlaws to follow who wouldn’t believe we didn’t have it.”

			“I know,” he said.

			“And this thing about the gold.”

			“I know. I know.”

			“Then there’s Uncle Jake,” Leo said. “Will there be lawmen here looking for him, too? A constant stream of bounty hunters picking up his trail leading them here?”

			Henry was at a loss for words. He didn’t have any answers for her.

			“Well, we can’t just sit here picking off riders one by one,” Leo said after a moment. “What if a neighbor comes over? We could be shooting them thinking they’re here after the money! Our home is no longer a safe place, Henry. We can’t stay here and defend it without someone innocent eventually getting killed or maybe even one of us getting hurt.”

			She realized they had to leave the farm.

			“We have plenty of horses,” she said. “We’ll ride the freshest ones and pack things we’ll need on the others.”

			“Leo…”

			She knew she was right.

			“This is our home,” she said, with a lump in her throat. “The boys were born here. Our mother is buried here…but this isn’t the same place it was yesterday, Henry.”

			He blinked back tears and slowly nodded. Leo could see how tired he was.

			“Can we just leave it this way?” he asked.

			Leo took a deep breath. “Can we stay here under these conditions?”

			“Shouldn’t we ask the boys their opinion on this?” Henry asked.

			“They’ll go along with whatever we want.” Her mind was racing with details on what to take and how to pack it.

			“We need a quick family meeting,” Henry said, “but I’m not sure it’s a good idea to leave our positions out there for that.”

			“Then you talk to the twins and I’ll talk to Luther,” Leo said. “If we’re leaving, we need to get started now.”

			“Guns, food, clothes, water and grain for the horses get packed first,” Henry said. His conviction and determination made her feel better.

			“And the money,” Leo added. She didn’t hate the money, even though it was why they were in this situation to begin with. If the money was the reason they had to leave, then it was going with them.

			Besides, they’d need it.

			* * *

			Leo stood on the porch and looked down at the ten saddles lined up on the ground. Henry and Uncle Jake were selecting the six best ones. They had already picked which horses they would be riding and which four would have things packed on them.

			Leo and Luther were in charge of gathering their meager wardrobes, food, extra weapons and miscellaneous necessities. As Leo glanced around the cabin at things that had been in her family for generations, she knew she couldn’t afford to get sentimental. She had to carefully choose what she needed to take.

			They had two hours of daylight left when they were ready to leave. Uncle Jake decided to knock out the two men in the barn and leave them there untied, but naked. Jake was a train robber, not a killer. He also took the clothes off the three dead outlaws sprawled on the ground—the two up front and the one behind the cabin—so when the  “bankers” in the barn eventually woke up, they would have no clothes to scavenge off the bodies.

			“Just what we need,” Eb said. “Nekid bankers following us.”

			Uncle Jake laughed. “These two won’t be following anybody for a while. They’ll be waitin’ for your neighbors to do some laundry first.”

			Leo helped Luther set the pigs loose, take the cow out to pasture and made sure the chickens could get out of the coop and fend for themselves. Leo watched Luther set out fresh water for the chickens after he filled all the canteens he could find.

			They saddled up with the best tack from the pile. Henry, Uncle Jake, and the twins had one packhorse each to lead. As they rode away from the farm, Leo made it a point not to look back. Her eyes were teary and she was beginning to worry about Luther again. He hadn’t spoken since she told him he had to leave his piglet behind. She wasn’t sure what to do to help him through this.

			“Does anybody know where we’re going?” Eb asked.

			Leo hadn’t wondered about that herself. All she remembered thinking about was getting as far away as possible, as quickly as they could.

			“Uncle Jake does,” Henry said. “We’re following him. Some place he knows called Eagle Canyon.”

			* * *

			By the time it got dark, they were tired and hungry. Uncle Jake found a place to make camp and Leo got a hunk of pemmican out of a saddlebag and passed it around.

			“Tastes more like buffalo turds than buffalo meat,” Eb mumbled.

			“How many buffalo turds you ever eaten?” Uncle Jake asked him with a smile.

			It was a light moment, and one they all needed.

			Uncle Jake built a fire and everyone gathered around it with their saddles as backrests. Guns were kept close at hand. Leo missed her bed and her home already. She glanced over at Luther sitting beside her and put her arm around him. After a while, she got up and motioned to the twins.

			“Henry and Uncle Jake need some sleep,” she whispered. “The three of us can take turns keeping watch. We don’t need any surprises right now.”

			The twins both nodded.

			“I’ll take the first watch,” Earl said.

			“I’ll take the second one,” Eb said.

			“And don’t shoot anything until you’re sure it’s not one of us,” Leo reminded them both.

			It wasn’t long before everyone began to settle down and the quiet voices became soft snoring. Leo had trouble getting comfortable on the hard ground, but despite her discomfort, she slept deeply. Eb had to shake her awake when it was time for her watch. She got up and found her pistol. Leo added dead sticks to the glowing coals. Tomorrow she would have to ask Uncle Jake how far it was to Eagle Canyon. She wanted to know how many more days she had in the saddle and how many more nights there would be sleeping on the ground.
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