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Muskogee, (Oklahoma) Indian Territory, 1902
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Bass Reeves grabbed a bottle and two glasses.  He’d only been home an hour after a two-week absence. As a Deputy Marshal to the Indian Territories, the job demanded that family came second. He grimaced when he noticed he’d tracked dirt across the floor, realizing he hadn’t bathed in quite some time other than a splash in the Canadian River with his clothes on. Even that attempt at cleanliness had been a few days prior. May in the Oklahoma Territory was warm enough to draw a sweat by mid-morning and he was rank.                                                                                                                                                                             
Bass didn’t care about his duds or his aroma, he was just glad to be home, and home safe once again. In his thirty-plus years as a lawman covering the Indian Territory west of Fort Smith for Judge Parker, he’d arrested more than three-thousand men, scoundrels one and all. Murderers, thieves, rapists, rustlers, bootleggers, and all manner of bad hombres, he brought them in as ordered. Some of them put up a fight or refused to come along peacefully, while others came back tied over the saddle. 
As a marshal, he did what was necessary to stay alive. However, Bass was much more than simply a marshal. He was a legend among legends. A black man born a slave in the south, meting out justice on all evildoers be they white, black, Mexican, or Indian with equal fervor.
He froze in his tracks, somehow sensing she was watching. He slowly turned his gaze back over his shoulder. With a hand on one hip, she cocked her head. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
“Bennie’s here.” He nodded toward the window. She saw the young man walking up the way, a spitting image of his father without the thick mustache and sixty years of hard living. “He needs me,” Bass said.
“We all need you, Bass. You just got back.” She knew she wouldn’t dissuade him. “Don’t sit out there all night. He’s a grown man. It’s time he figured out his problems on his own.”
“I know he is a man. He still needs my direction now and again. Don’t take that from me.” Bass nodded. “I won’t sit out all night.”
“Better not, or you’ll have me to answer to!”
“Oh, Winnie, you might be the only thing in this world that scares me.”
“I don’t scare you,” said Winnie.
A ruckus of shouting and stomping emanated from the upper floor of the simple, farm style home.
“Don’t make me come up there!” Winnie yelled into the ceiling.
“Yes, Momma,” could be heard through the floor.
She shook her head when she noticed Bass still standing motionless with his whiskey and glasses in his hands. Bennie knocked on the front door.
“Go on, git. Go talk to your son,” she said, then turned her back to him and headed into the kitchen.
Bass smiled. “God bless you Winnie, you’re an angel.” 
She just waved him off.
Bass opened the door with a grin. “My boy, Bennie!”
He stepped out onto the porch, pulling the door shut behind him. Bennie stepped close and hugged his father. They weren’t usually that affectionate and Bass uncomfortably motioned to the porch chairs. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked his son. “You alright?”
Bennie glanced at his feet. “I’m fine, how’re you? You just got back. What happened out there this time?”
Bass filled a glass with an amber colored liquid and handed it to Bennie, then filled one for himself. He sat, exhaling audibly, looking out at the red dirt glowing gold in the setting sun.
“You know, the usual,” Bass replied. “Brought in a couple of rustlers working out in the nation south of Limestone Gap, ended up near the Middle Boggy. Rough country. There was three of them, Texas fellas, only brought in two still drawing breath. Pay is the same either way.”
Bennie took a solid drink. “You ever think you might be getting a little old to be chasing murderers and bandits? Maybe find a town job?”
“Bite your tongue,” Bass scoffed. “I barely feel forty years.” 
“You were forty before I was born. You just be careful out there, is all I’m saying.”
“I’m fine, just got a scratch on my hip. Nothing to worry about.” Bass pulled his trousers out from his skin and glanced at it. “Still hurts though.”
“How’d you do it all these years?”
“I’m careful, and I’ve been lucky. Never even taken a real bullet wound. Some were pretty close though, I’ll admit.” Bass cast a wistful glance at the sunset.
“No, that’s not what I meant.” Bennie tipped up his drink, swallowing till it was empty, then refilled his glass.
“What do you mean then?”
“I mean how’d you keep Ma and Winnie happy?” Bennie asked. “You were gone months at a time…” 
“It was tough, but they both knew what they were getting when they married me,” Bass said defensively. “Had to share me with the badge, I guess.”
“Pa, you got eleven kids, and had two wives that both loved or at least liked you.” Bennie looked dejected, still staring at his feet.
“What’s wrong, son?” Bass said. “Might as well just tell me.”
Bennie exhaled slowly and wiped a tear from his eye. “I really loved Cassie. I still do I guess, at least I thought I did when I married her.” Bennie paused. “Most beautiful thing I ever saw.”
Bass emptied his cup and refilled it. “She is a looker, but then I always thought Creek women were easy on the eyes.”
Silence lingered. Coyotes laughed across the field.
“What is it, son?”
“I caught her,” said Bennie.
“Caught her what?”
“I had my suspicions, see, so I came home middle of the afternoon unannounced. I never come home at that time. I’m at the barber shop usually. So I surprised her, and I caught her.”
“Caught her what?”
“I can’t hardly say it.” Bennie’s face twisted in agony as he struggled to find the words.
Bass took another sip. He knew what was coming at this point. Years of arresting murderers, thieves, liars, and cheats meant he’d seen and heard about every form of manmade depravity.
“She was laying with him, naked. I caught her. In our bed,” Bennie said.
Bass refilled Bennie’s cup. “What did you do? What happened?”
“I slammed the front door and waited out front. I didn’t know what to do. I guess I froze. The man took off out the back and she came out begging my forgiveness.” 
“Beggin’ forgiveness?”
“Yeah. She said it was an accident, it would never happen again, and she was sorry and all that,” Bennie said. “What was I supposed to do?”
Bass took another drink in silence, a stern look growing across his face. “Dropping a supper plate is an accident.” He shook his head in obvious disgust. “What she done ain’t no accident.”
“I love her…Jesus teaches us to forgive, right?” Bennie looked at his father for approval in his decision. “Pa, you taught me that.”
Bass nodded. “I did. I taught you that because I didn’t want you to grow up and be like me, chasing evil men all over the territories keeping Judge Parker’s ropes full. I wanted better for you. A better life. I’m real proud of you becoming a barber. It’s as fine a profession as you could have, but this is a tough thing for a man to bear, son.”
“What should I have done? Pa?” Bennie pleaded. “I still love her.”
“You know I lived with the Creek for a time. And I will tell you their vision of marriage and faithfulness is not really the Christian way. They are a passionate and sometimes adulterous people.”
Bennie chuckled ruefully. “You mighta mentioned that before I married one.” 
“I guess, but you seemed pretty hellbent on it and you were a man growed. I wasn’t gonna stop you from marrying nobody you set your cap to.”
“What should I do, Pa?”
“Well, you got more restraint in you than me. I’d a shot that man dead and then whipped the living God out of her for what she done.”
Bennie looked defeated. Weak. Tortured. “I wanted to do that, I just didn’t know what to do.”
“You forgave her, I guess. You’re a better man than me. She promised to never do it again?” 
“Yep, that’s what she said.” 
“And you believe her?”
“I guess, I want to.”
“I suppose that’s where it lies then. She’s got to prove herself true as the dawn.” Bass reached across the table and put his hand on his son’s shoulder, giving it a light squeeze. “I’m sorry this happened, son.”
“Yeah, me too.”
“Is it public knowledge? Or is just between you all?”
“I think it’s private. I won’t tell no one. I don’t think she will. I never seen the man before. I don’t know who he was and she wasn’t talking about that.”
“Maybe find out who he was and let me know,” said Bass.
“Why? What are you gonna do? Hunt him down?”
“You know I would. I’d do it for you, and you’d never hear another thing from that fella.” Bass laughed and refilled their drinks. Half the bottle was gone as the sun slipped below the horizon leaving the sky as red as the Oklahoma soil. “But I won’t do nothing ‘less you say to. I might just ask around about him. Find out what can be found out.”
“I’ll let you know if she gives me a name, but don’t do anything, promise?” Bennie said.
“I never killed no one that wasn’t trying to kill me first.” Bass’s left eye twitched at a memory forcing its way through the whiskey. He shuffled his feet when a red and white hound laid down next to the chair. “Other than that, ol’ cook, Willie Leech,” he whispered.
“Wasn’t that an accident?” asked Bennie.
Bass leaned forward and stroked the dog’s head a few times. “That’s what the court decided.” He sat back and sipped his whiskey in the growing darkness. The light of a full moon lit the yard an eerie gray. “Things that happen out in the territory aren’t always as black and white as the civilized world likes it to be.”
“I guess so,” Bennie agreed. “Nothing feels black and white to me right now.”
“You hungry?” Bass asked. “I’m sure we can rustle you up something.”
“No, I’m good, Pa. I better go. You got young ones to tend to and a good wife.” Bennie put his forehead in his hand.
Bass refilled his cup. “One more drink and then you can go. And don’t go calling Winnie a good wife, you ain’t seen how surly she can be!” Though Bass chuckled at his own humor, Bennie saw the empathy in his father’s eyes.
“Thanks, Pa.”
“Don’t thank me too much. You had it pretty rough after your ma died, and me gone all the time chasing scoundrels. I was not much of a father to you. Your ma, she was a good woman. She gave that good heart to you, may she rest in peace. Don’t you let the world sour that, make you a bitter old man like me.”
“I’ll try, Pa.”
“You’ll do more than try. You got a good trade. These female troubles will work themselves out. Look at me.”
“What do you mean?”
“Heck, boy, look here.” Bass pulled his shirt open, showing an old scar in the shape of an “R” on his chest. “They branded us like cattle. I was born a slave. Got my name from my master, Colonel Reeves. No father, no family. And here I am all these years later, a free man, a lawman even. Carrying a gun and justice everywhere I go. Look at this house.” He waved his hand at the two-story clapboard home, windows aglow with golden light and laughing voices emanating from inside. “My own house. Here I sit with a fine son talking about the troubles of the day and having a drink of whiskey. I’d never have believed it could be so. I was still a slave when I was your age. Think about that, son, you’ll be alright.” He nodded. “You’ll be alright.”
Bennie stood and emptied his glass. “I hope so.”
“I know so,” Bass said, sounding determined to will the future into submission.
“Thanks for listening, Pa.” Bennie patted his father’s knee on the way past and down the steps, gathering his blue roan gelding and quietly leading him off into the darkness.
Bass sat quietly finishing his whiskey while the coyotes yipped across the field.
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On The Trail
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“Bass Reeves, just the man I’ve been looking for.” Bass hung his hat on the rack. “I’m easy to find.”
Chief Marshal of the Northern District of Indian Territory, Leo Bennett was a large man with an impressive gray mustache and bushy eyebrows to match, however his head was smooth as a baby’s behind. Marshal Bennett never exited the office without his wide brimmed hat secured in place promising that the sun never had a chance to bronze his dome and his head shone like a cue ball. His face was weatherworn, tan, and wrinkled like saddle leather. His voice was soft and true. His demeanor was easy to like, despite his stern presence and serious nature.
He held up a document for Bass to see. “Got three warrants for ya.”            
“What do they say?” Bass took his seat and winked. “You know I like to hear you read ‘em to me.” 
Marshal Bennett nodded, knowing it was the way of things. He always read the warrants to Bass, who’d never learned to read but could remember a thousand words by heart after hearing them only once. Bennett held the document as far as he could from his eyes, squinting to bring it into focus as best he could.
“I think you need some spectacles, Leo,” Bass laughed.
“I reckon, getting old’s tough,” Marshal Bennett answered. “Never thought I’d live this dang long.”
“Lucky for a lawman to say something like that. There’s been a few young ones never got the chance at a gray hair.”
“It is luck at that, if you put it that way. Here goes, you ready?”
Bass nodded. “Ready.” 
“Chief Marshal Leo Bennett of the Northern District of Indian Territory does hereby issue a warrant for the arrest of brothers Clyde Chitto and Charlie Chitto, and their associate known as Arkansas Dave or Dave Carter, all to be charged for the murders of Mary Jones and her daughter Martha Jones found dead, raped, and robbed in their cabin on the Deep Fork of the Canadian River west of Okmulkee. Wanted Dead or Alive.” Marshal Bennett signed his name and folded the document, sliding it across the desk to Bass, who placed it in his pocket as if he were a knight on an errand in a kingdom of old.
“What else can you tell me?” Bass asked.
“Clyde is the leader most likely. He’s the oldest of the three. He’s been arrested before and escaped. Killed a Chickasaw in a knife fight at the Corner Saloon last year. Charlie and Clyde are Seminole, and Arkansas Dave is of unknown parentage but looks half-white/half-Creek and speaks both Creek and Seminole. I’ve only heard rumors on him, but they say he’s wicked fast with his pistol and a cold-blooded killer. Killed a man playing cards in Tulsa, murdered a Choctaw boy who was slow to fetch his horse. The worst kind. The kind who likes to file notches into the butt of his six gun. Be careful of him. Be careful of all of ‘em.”
“Is Davey around to ride posse with me?”
“I’m sorry to say, Deputy Adams has taken some prisoners to Fort Smith,” Marshal Bennet said with a raised eyebrow. “Sorry, Bass, I don’t have anyone else.”
Bass gave a knowing nod. “I’m used to riding the trail alone. Thanks for the job, Leo.”
“A real lone ranger, aren’t you?”
“Sometimes. It’s easier than counting on others. These are some real bad boys though, killing women like they done. While I would’ve taken Davey along, I’ll be fine on my own. I’ve heard of the Chitto brothers. They’ve had this warrant coming for awhile and they are bound to be dug in like a tick on a hound up there in the hills. I think I know where to start looking.”
“Like I said, I’m sorry, Bass, but we’ve got it to do.” Marshal Bennett lit a cigar and leaned back in his chair.
“You mean I’ve got it to do.” Bass smiled.
“You wear the star, don’t ya?” said Bennett.
“I do and I’ll bring in those boys like I always do.”
“I know you will, Bass. I know you will. You always do.”
“Did you know the Seminoles are the worst ones to bring in?”
“No. Why’s that?”
“They got hot blood, I guess. They never give up trying to kill you. Give a Seminole a ghost of a chance and he’ll shoot ya, stab ya, stomp ya, kick, bite, you name it, they never give up till they’re gone.”
“Then you better be double careful out there,” Marshal Bennett said.
Bass strode to the door and placed his hat on his head. “I’ll see you when I see you, Leo.” Bass closed the door behind him. 
A new warrant in his pocket always made him stand a little taller and put a snap in his step. He was on the hunt. His pulse quickened; it was the only time he really felt alive. The sooner he could get locked and loaded and out into the field the better. He liked home and the peace found with his wife and children, but he’d spent so many years on the trail it sometimes felt more like home than home.
He strode the boardwalk as the heat rose and sweat rolled down the back of his shirt. Bass entered his favorite dry goods store and placed his normal order providing him enough provisions for a solid two weeks of living out of the saddle. He stopped in the doorway with a glance back to the man behind the counter with a white apron around his neck.
“Add fifty rounds of 45s to that, would you, Walt?”
Walt nodded. “Will do, Mr. Reeves. We’ll have it all ready for you this afternoon.”
“Thank you.” Bass continued down the street. He stood by his big sorrel, resting his arms on the saddle. His gaze settled on a sign half a block down that read, BARBER.
He patted his horse on the neck. “Hey, Zip, I’ll be right back.”
Bass stepped into the barber shop. He closed his eyes and inhaled the wonderful smells of shaving products and hair tonics, bringing back fond memories of his youth. His master always took him along to the barber and even bought him a piece of hard rock candy sometimes. He snapped back to reality with the image in his mind of his fist smashing into the nose of that same master, spraying blood every which way, playing cards flying through the air as his master’s eyes rolled back in his head so all that was visible were the whites. It was the last time Bass saw his owner. After that he ran and didn’t stop until he was in the middle of the Creek Nation, a wanted man, but free for the first time.
“Pops, it’s good to see you,” Bennie said. “What you up to?”
Bass tapped his chest. “Got some fresh papers. Heading out to the Nations in the morning. Need a good shave and a trim before I go.”
“You came to the right place,” boomed the baritone voice of a large man sitting along the back wall reading a newspaper.
“Samson, how are you?” Bass asked.
“I’m good. Your boy here is a gift to me. He’s got the skills of a fine barber twice his age,” said Samson.
“Don’t get up then,” Bass said with a wave of his hand. Samson was a large man with a resounding voice to match his girth.
“Oh, don’t you worry about that, I’m holdin’ down this chair real good,” Samson laughed. “Bennie’s gonna fix you right up. Those outlaws won’t know what hit them when a finely trimmed black man like yourself pulls up on them. Hell, they’ll prolly just surrender!” Samson boomed a raucous laugh at his own good humor.
“That would be nice. Most of those boys I arrest would rather go out with a bang than surrender.” 
Bass sat down and leaned back in the chair. Bennie laid a towel over his eyes and went about his work. He knew exactly how his father liked it. Shaved clean, just a slight trim of the mustache, and tight on top.
Bass relaxed and almost fell asleep in the chair as Bennie finished up his grooming. He patted Bass’ cheeks with a towel and stepped back with a mirror in his hands.
“All done, Pa. Take a look.”
Bass glanced at himself in the mirror. He was starting to show some age, causing him to quickly look away and rise to his feet. “Thank you, Bennie. You did good with what you had to work with.” 
“Good luck out there,” Bennie said.
“Thank you for that. I’ll see you in a week or two, depending on how things pan out.” Bass handed his son a five-dollar greenback, which was much more than what Bennie charged.
“Pa, that’s too much,” Bennie protested.
Bass patted his son’s shoulder. “Consider it a tip.” He turned to go.
When he opened the door Samson hollered, “See you soon, Bass. Keep your eyes open out there.”
“Will do.” Bass pulled the door shut behind him and trod along the boardwalk toward Zip. He raised his hand to shade the sun from his eyes and almost walked into a woman hurrying past him. 
He locked eyes with her. “Cassie?”
She stopped and focused on his face. She noticed a tightening around his eyes. “Bass, good to see you.”
Bass exhaled, concealing his judgement as best he could. “And you, Cassie.”
“I’m on my way to see Bennie,” she said.
“He’s in the shop, just cleaned me up.”
“You look very nice. Bennie does a good job.”
“He sure does.” He tipped his hat to her. “I must be going. Nice to see you.”
“Nice to see you too.” Cassie watched him walk away wondering, Does he know?
Bass gathered his supplies and mounted Zip, heading home to spend the evening with Winnie and the children. He’d be a few miles west before dawn and he couldn’t wait.

      [image: image-placeholder]The house was dark. He kissed the sleeping Winnie on the forehead and glanced
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