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			Dedication

			Without my beloved grandfather, Thomas “Frenchy” Llafet, the Laredo series and Boone Wilson would not exist. As a proud descendant of Daniel Boone, Pop filled my young head with tales of Boone, Kentucky, and pioneers! If he hadn’t. Boone might have had another name.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			1877

			Less than a week after his 21st birthday, Ezekiel Wilson sported a black eye, a bruised cheek, and a split lip, the result of a bare knuckles brawl at the Out Of Luck Saloon in Laredo. Blood from his nose stained his shirt. As bad as he looked, however, his opponent had more injuries and the consensus was that Zeke emerged the victor. 

			He hadn’t headed to town to fight but to play cards. He won more than he lost, and he saved most of it. Sometimes he smoked, but he never drank. In Jemima Wilson’s household, whiskey had been for medicinal purposes only, and then in moderation. Something about the saloon drew him although he wasn’t sure what. Gambling ranked high as an attraction, but he liked the ladies, too. The months he’d lived above the Out of Luck while Boone recovered from a gunshot wound had given him a taste for saloon life. 

			In about six weeks, he’d be trailing cattle. It would be his seventh year, and maybe he wouldn’t have to ride drag. Some years he had, some he hadn’t. Ezekiel knew it would be months of long, hard days in the saddle, sleeping on the ground, fighting weather, rattlesnakes, and disease. Grub would be far from the best and although there was a certain camaraderie about life on the trail, there wouldn’t be any fun until the end.

			Last year, they’d switched from the Chisholm Trail, one he’d learned so well he bragged he could ride it blindfolded, to the longer Great Western Trail. Unlike the Chisholm that had fetched up in Abilene, Kansas, the Western trail ended at Dodge City. Although Abilene had been no place for the faint-hearted, Dodge City had turned out to be wilder, filled with more wickedness, and more ways for a man to find trouble. Compared to the Out Of Luck, Dodge was a sinner’s paradise.

			“Are you fit to ride?” his brother Jacob asked, looking sideways at Zeke’s battle scars.

			“I reckon so.” His head ached, his face hurt, and he’d have sore muscles by morning. He might have cracked a rib, too, but he’d ride.

			“We won’t get back to the ranch till after sunrise,” Jacob said. “By then your eye will be swollen shut, most likely. Might be better if we just bunked in town tonight and set out first thing come morning.”

			Although Jacob spoke with the voice of reason, Ezekiel resented it. He had a suspicion the only reason his brother had come along to town was to keep an eye on him, which was probably one of Boone’s fool notions. Jacob hadn’t played a single hand of cards, taken a drink, or flirted with a painted lady. He’d sat at a corner table and drank black coffee. He hadn’t eaten anything, either. More than once, Zeke had wanted to tell him that he didn’t need a nanny but didn’t. He appreciated the company, although Jacob didn’t seem to remember how to have any fun. Since Boone and Moses were both settled family men, neither ventured into town unless it was for supplies.

			“I reckon it would be,” Ezekiel muttered with a long, drawn-out sigh. Riding in the dark of night wasn’t a great idea, although he’d done it many times. “I confess I ain’t feelin’ my best. Boone’s gonna whale away at me for not coming home, though.”

			“He will, but only ‘cause he’ll be worried,” Jacob said. “You know that.”

			“He’ll be madder when he sees my scrapes,” Zeke replied. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d come back from town with a black eye or bruises, and he didn’t imagine it would be the last, either. “Alrighty, let’s head for the livery. They’ll let us sleep in the loft.”

			The next day, it was close to noon before they arrived at the Double Deuce, formerly the Double B Ranch. They’d changed the name when the three Wilsons bought into the spread, and the name stood for four brothers – since Liam was as close as a brother to Boone. By then, Zeke’s left eye was swollen shut, and his headache hammered his skull with the force of a blacksmith. All he wanted to do was go lie down for a spell, until his various hurts healed enough to stop paining. That was his plan once they’d unsaddled and stabled their mounts.

			As they headed for the one-room cabin that they’d built last year behind Boone’s place, Boone stood up to greet them on his dog trot porch, his forehead creased with concern.

			“Where in tarnation have the pair of you been?” he asked, his voice more gravely than usual with worry. “Moses wanted to ride into town to find you, but I said to wait.”

			“We spent the night at the livery stable,” Jacob explained. “It was late, and we figured it was better than riding back in the dark.”

			“Might not have been so late if Ezekiel hadn’t engaged in fisticuffs again,” Boone said, walking into the yard to face his younger brother. “You look like you’ve been trampled in a stampede.”

			Although his tone wasn’t light, Zeke’s answer was. “Feels like it, too.”

			“If you feel as terrible as you look, it’s a wonder you’re still above snakes. Best let Rachel tend to those wounds as best she can and get some shut-eye.”

			That sounded like a plan and Ezekiel thought he’d got away without a lecture until Boone said, “Go on inside. I’ll be there directly and you can tell me just what happened this time.”

			Boone’s wife, Rachel, gasped when she saw his damaged face. “Oh, Ezekiel, it must hurt.”

			Mima, his five-year-old niece, abandoned her doll to steer him to a chair at the table.

			“Z, your face is hurt again,” she said. “Do you got the headache, too?”

			“I do,” he told her. 

			As her mother gathered some herbs and tinctures, Mima dipped a clean rag in water and used it to wash his face. Her touch was surprisingly gentle, and the cool felt good against his skin.

			Rachel treated his bruises with some witch hazel and applied a little under his eye, careful not to get any into the eye itself. When she touched his side, he yelped, and with a sigh, she tore up some rags to fix his ribs, which he realized were cracked if not broken.

			She had some willow bark steeping to help with the pain, but before it was ready, Boone came in, followed by Moses.

			“How’d the fight start this time?” he asked, pulling up a chair and straddling it backwards. “Was it over one of the gals?”

			Twice before, Ezekiel had stepped in when one of Mary’s fancy women protested rough treatment from a cowboy or, worse, a sheep farmer. To avoid shooting someone in cold blood, he’d stopped wearing his pistol on his hip when he entered the saloon and tucked it into his saddle bag instead. Swinging for murder wasn’t part of his plans, but he couldn’t bear to see a lady, even a soiled dove, roughly handled.

			“It was,” Ezekiel said. 

			Boone punched the table with one fist. “Kid, I’ve told you that those women can’t be protected. It’s not your place, and most of them don’t want help. They’re working girls and they know the risk they take. I fear one of these days you’re gonna get worse than a busted lip or black eye. You need to keep your nose out of their doings.”

			He’d tried and failed. Seeing a grown man slap a woman, even one of ill repute, hard enough to knock her to the floor or mark her face, made him angry. “Boone, this time it was Peggy.”

			Boone’s expression changed. “Oh, Ezekiel. She’s a lost cause, and well you know it.”

			He did but Peggy had been his first infatuation. That first year he’d been in Texas, just fifteen years old, he’d met her when Boone lay fevered and believed to be dying from a gunshot wound. Peggy had been about the same age as him, and when he’d first known her, she did no more than dance and flirt with the fellows. She’d been sweet and fresh, as pretty as a wildflower in springtime.

			Peggy had been a friend and maybe more. Ezekiel had stolen kisses, ones he didn’t think Boone even knew about, and he had dreamed of taking her away from the sporting life before it corrupted her. Instead, while the Wilsons were still living in the room over the saloon, Peggy had entered the oldest profession.

			They’d never talked about it, he and Boone, but his brother had to know that Mary, proprietor and madam at the Out Of Luck, had auctioned off Peggy’s virginity for a high price. The once lovely young woman who had tempted him had become a hardened prostitute in the last seven years. She had aged hard, become jaded, and prone to using laudanum to escape from the daily grind. Still, they’d been friends once and so Ezekiel had always shown her some measure of kindness.

			He’d never gone upstairs with her or any of the women, although he’d danced with many and kissed a few. When a man twice or more his age had pulled her away from the piano where she played a merry tune, she had resisted, so the man had slapped her twice across the face.

			That was when Zeke stepped into the fray. He’d pulled the man away from her and punched him square in the face, breaking his nose with the first blow. Next thing he knew, he’d been fighting the man and his friend. He’d bested both in the end, but not without suffering damage himself.

			Mary had screeched at him and told him to leave, so he had. Jacob had trailed him out, and although he didn’t join the fight, Ezekiel knew his brother had his back. If it’d been necessary, he would have.

			“I know, Boone,” he said now. “I just couldn’t bear to see her treated so. We were friends once.”

			“I liked her, too,” Boone said. “Not the way you did, but she was a spritely little thing. But she’s made her bed, and now she must lie in it. Did she even thank you for what you done?”

			“No.” Instead, she’d cussed him and tried to hit him.

			“You ain’t no knight of olden times or a storybook hero like in the fairy tales,” Boone said. “Saloon brawls get nasty. One of them yahoos could’ve shot you dead, and Jacob would have brought you back face down over the saddle. I ain’t mad, but Liam might be, thinking your wild ways give the ranch a bad reputation. I worry, though.”

			“I don’t mean for you to, Boone.”

			His brother came to his feet. “I’m aware. I got work to do and plenty of it, whether Sunday or not. Drink this willow bark and rest your head. I want you ready and in the saddle tomorrow morning.”

			“I’ll be there,” Ezekiel promised. He would be, he thought, unless he died from the pain, which wasn’t likely.

			Boone thumped his shoulder in passing. Moses lingered long enough to pat his arm with sympathy.

			After he downed the strong and bitter tea, Rachel coaxed him into eating some of the chicken and dumplings she had simmering for dinner. He ate a bowl, then retreated to the tiny cabin he shared with Jacob.

			It was one single room with a bed on either side of the door facing the fireplace. There were hooks on the wall for their clothes, and their gear could be stored under the beds. A table with bench seating in one corner completed the furnishings. The cabin, along with a small corral and lean-to barn for their mounts, had been built by the Wilsons after the partnership with Liam became final. Once Liam took on more hands, the space in the bunkhouse shrank. The additional hires were to help with the huge new project — fencing the Double Deuce with the new-fangled bob-wire that was all the rage. With sharp barbs–hence the name —it reminded Ezekiel of thorn trees or mesquite.

			Jacob wasn’t a partner since he’d arrived with no funds to put into the project. One of Ezekiel’s goals in playing faro was to save his winnings and then give them to Jacob so he could have a stake. His brother didn’t seem to care either way.

			After sleeping much of the day, Ezekiel woke hungry and went to beg food from Rachel or Mattie. Rachel had made Boone’s favorite meal, most likely to placate him. There was enough left of the chicken and dumplings for him, so he ate it. He lingered long enough to listen to Boone sing his babies to sleep, first Benjamin, then Rob, then Mima. His voice almost lulled Zeke to sleep, so he bade them good night and retreated to the cabin. Jacob was already in bed, asleep and snoring.

			He rolled a smoke and sat outside to enjoy it. As he did, Ezekiel reflected on his life. He still loved the ranch and what he did for a living, but he found himself lonesome. Two of his brothers had loving wives and children. Jacob had had both, still had three daughters who wrote a few times a year back in Kentucky. A photograph of them hung on the wall above Jacob’s bed but he hadn’t seen them in more than a year. No one mentioned his late wife, Sally Ann, as requested by Jacob but he still mourned her. He showed no interest in finding a new woman or much of anything but working. 

			Ezekiel, however, had a hankering for a wife. Each time he watched the tender devotion that Rachel showed to Boone or the affection Mattie demonstrated in small ways to Moses, he longed for the same. Part of the reason he made frequent forays into Laredo was to fill the emptiness and to seek a woman. He knew he’d never find the kind of lady he would marry in a saloon, but he hoped for a chance encounter. Rachel had been a schoolteacher who took pity on Boone when she chanced across him after he was wounded. Mattie had come to the ranch to help her sister, Liam’s wife. She and Moses had fallen in love, then married but not without difficulty.

			He had no doubt his brothers loved him. So did their wives, especially Rachel, because of their history together. The little ones cared for him, too, especially Mima, who had both his mother’s name and her face in miniature. Ezekiel wanted a woman who would fuss over his hurts, who would salve them and comfort him. He sought someone who would encourage him, fight with him if the cause were right, and to sleep beside him in the long, solitary nights.

			By the end of April, he and Jacob would be trailing cattle. Now that the Chisholm Trail was not used as often, they would pick up the Great Western Trail at Kerrville. If they were still setting out from just south of San Antonio, there might have been a better chance of meeting a likely gal. He would be on the trail for months, and he doubted any woman he found in Dodge City at the end of the trail would be wife material.

			Once he crushed out his smoke, he downed the willow bark tea Rachel had sent home with him and applied some more witch hazel to his scrapes. 

			Come Monday morning, Zeke was back in the saddle despite a few lingering aches. His eye, as was to be expected, looked even worse with violent purple and yellow shades, but he could see out of it. He had expected to be sent out to string barbed wire at some far boundary of the ranch, but instead, Boone had him working with the yearling horses. That suited him and left him time to think about where and how he might find a woman to love.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			After the spring round-up, when all the cattle were gathered from every corner of the ranch, with the new grasses growing tall and sweet, Ezekiel set out in mid-April on a drive that would deliver a herd to Dodge City, Kansas. He and his brother Jacob were two of the ten-man crew that also included Boone’s longtime friends, Mac and Deacon Lee. Deke was trail boss or point rider. Mac and Ezekiel were the swing riders who would keep the herd together as best they could. Beau and Jim, who had been new hands not so long ago, would ride in the flank position. Jacob, who rode drag the previous year without complaint, was now the wrangler, thanks to his skill and experience with horses. Each cowboy was required to have spare mounts, so in addition to their favorite horse, each had another five available. The remuda on this drive, like most, numbered sixty-two. The most recent hires, Samuel Coffey and Elias Lavigne, rode drag along with another hand, Davy. The chuckwagon cook was the same that accompanied them on every trail ride Zeke had made, a crusty old former seaman. He’d been nicknamed ‘Spider’ from the first drive, although his name was Otis Webb. This time out, he had a cook’s helper, a young kid of just fourteen, Nick Oliver. All were single men.

			Boone, as top hand, would remain on the ranch, and so would Moses. So would a few of the older hands. They would manage the horses that remained year-round at the ranch, care for the small band of cattle Liam kept for ranch use, and tend the few pigs he kept for the same. If anyone needed to use a wagon, one of those present would drive it. They would also repair any saddles or tack that needed it.

			Moses and Boone rode out with them when they left for the first two hours, then turned back to the ranch and domestic life.

			“Mind yourselves,” Boone told Jacob and Ezekiel before he departed. “It’s a longer trail than the old one but there’s no help for it, not with so many fencing the land. You won’t have any worry from the Comanches since the Army rounded them up all at Fort Sill in Oklahoma, but there’s still plenty of danger on the trail. I’ll be looking out for you to be back about mid-July and I won’t worry much until it’s August. You got your Sharps rifle with you?”

			“I do,” Zeke answered. The Sharps rifle had been a gift for his 21st birthday. He’d used it for hunting but on the trail, it would prove its usefulness. It was the most expensive gift he’d ever received, and he appreciated it more than he had words to say. “Thank you, again.”

			“Use it well,” his oldest brother said with a grin. “Just come back in one piece, you hear?”

			“I’ll do my level best.”

			Moses handed him a well-honed knife. “You might find need of this.”

			He ran his finger down the blade and found it sharp. “It’ll be handy.”

			“Watch out for him, Jacob,” Boone said. 

			Ezekiel frowned at that. “I’ve been driving cattle for six years now, Boone, and it’s his second time on the trail. Might be best if he minds me.”

			“You can mind one another,” Boone said. “We’ll be here when you get back.”

			Zeke didn’t watch them go but trained his gaze toward the horizon. It would take several days just to reach Banderas, and his focus had to be on what lay ahead, not behind. Liam had decided he would that Zeke would be the backup trail boss and he had the notion he’d be the next point man or trail boss if Deacon quit or married. That seemed likely because Deke had been courting a young lady over to Laredo for the past year.

			They set out with a total of ten hands, and although twelve would have been better, he figured it would work fine. Ezekiel anticipated a hard trip but one without any major trouble, but within the first few days, things began to unravel. Before they reached Bandera, Spider noticed there were weevils in the flour. It wasn’t a huge problem, but it did mean he’d either be sifting them out all the way to Dodge or that they’d eat biscuits, weevils and all. Then, the herd headed into the middle of a mesquite thicket, crashing with horns clashing. There was nothing to do but follow and guide them through. Halfway through, he realized there was a nest of rattlesnakes concealed by the mesquite. He shouted a warning, but still, at least one of the snakes coiled and struck despite the pounding hooves. If Jacob hadn’t been wearing good sound chaps, he would have been bitten, but the snake’s fangs failed to pierce the cowhide.

			Despite wearing gloves, Ezekiel ended up with a couple of mesquite thorns in his left hand and pulled them out with his teeth. If left, they would fester and might even cause a fever. As a preventative, he borrowed whiskey from the chuckwagon and poured it over his hand.

			It began to rain a day before they reached Bandera, and they rode soaked despite their slickers. A thunderstorm spooked the cattle, and they stampeded, so Ezekiel and the rest had to ride hard to keep the herd together and regain control. Although they took turns riding the perimeter of the herd by night, he was already weary, and they’d just begun the long trek to Kansas.

			The weather was not only wet but cool for April. Around the nightly campfire, Ezekiel warmed his front while his back remained cold. Although the trail’s beginning was at Bandera Pass, it wasn’t until they reached Kerrville that it truly began.

			At Kerrville, on the banks of the Guadalupe River, several outfitters had opened business. Zeke knew it as the last spot to buy supplies until far down the trail. Any trading post or store from this point would be much smaller and only offer the most basic goods. Despite the weevil-infested flour, they were well stocked; thus, he had no plans to stop after they crossed the river.

			The heavy rains caused the river to overflow its banks. Ezekiel sat astride his favorite mount, Candy, and surveyed it. The current ran and there were many large chunks of driftwood floating in the turbulent waters. The river foamed and churned, but Deke didn’t want to stop.

			“If we don’t cross now, it might be days,” he yelled over the noise of the floodtide river. “We’re behind already, thanks to this infernal weather.”

			Ezekiel wasn’t as certain. “I’d rather not drown any of the cattle or, worse, the hands,” he replied. “I reckon we should wait.”

			“Liam would say differently, and so would Boone,” Deke argued. “It’s the Red we have to worry about, not the Guadalupe. I’ve seen hands drown there but never here. We’ll make it across, then we can camp and dry out if the weather quits.”

			He remembered the Red River and its dangers well. Ezekiel watched more than one hand die in the treacherous waters, but he had a bad feeling in his gut about this crossing. Deacon Lee was trail boss, though, and he wasn’t, so he yielded despite his misgivings.

			“All right, let’s get it done.”

			They stripped down as much as they could in town, bundling their clothes onto the saddle horn to stay dry. Although the question of crossing had been decided, the lead steer, a veteran named North Star, plunged into the water, and the others followed. Zeke gasped when the cold water rushed against his legs. He wore nothing but his drawers and boots. Shivering began before they were halfway across, and he prayed silently that they would all make it without a mishap. The first steers made it so Ezekiel and Mac whooped, driving them around Schreiner’s store, past the fence designed to keep cattle away from the structure, and diverted them toward the Peril Divide, where the trail truly began.

			His relieved delight faded fast when he heard men shouting in distress toward the rear of the herd. He wheeled his horse back to see what the trouble might be and nearly lost his seat in the rising waters. The river was deeper now, and as he plunged back through it, Samuel and Davy called out to him.

			“There was a wall of water come out of nowhere,” Davy, who couldn’t be more than sixteen cried. “It took Elias under, his horse too.”

			Jim, riding flank, shouted, “I’ll get him.”

			Ezekiel stared at the rapid water and saw nothing, not Elias or a horse. 

			

			“Don’t,” he shouted. “You’ll surely drown.”

			Jim ignored him and plunged into the river. His mount, wild-eyed, swam across.

			It happened fast in a wild and terrible blur. Jim fought against the current but failed to find Elias. Most of the hands rode back but were unable to help. Although both the chuckwagon and the wrangler’s wagon had made it across, Jacob rode back on a borrowed mount.

			“They’re gonna drown,” he said to Ezekiel.

			“I fear they will,” Zeke replied.

			“I cain’t stand by and let that happen, not without trying to save them,” Jacob said. Before he could say another word or stop him, Jacob handed his reins to his brother and then jumped into the water.

			“No, Jacob, don’t,” Ezekiel shouted. 

			Two men, both Jim and Elias Lavigne, drowned, but their bodies were recovered. Jacob brought Elias’ body to the opposite shore, then collapsed face down, puking up flood water and heaving for air. Fear clutched Ezekiel’s throat until he couldn’t breathe. He cast a glance toward the dead men, but it was obvious they were beyond hope, so he knelt in the mud beside his brother.

			“Jacob?” he said. He’d always known why Boone worried so much but now he understood in a deeper way. “Are you alright?”

			His brother flopped a hand as if to indicate he was, then Jacob pulled himself into a sitting position. “I’ll do. They’re both goners.”

			It wasn’t a question, but Zeke nodded. “Yeah. We’ll have to plant them.”

			Jacob buried his face in his hands. “I tried to save them.”

			“Why in the name of Pete did you? You might’ve drowned.”

			His brother stumbled to his feet, then lifted his face to meet Ezekiel’s gaze. “If I could’ve saved even one of them, it’d been worth my life. It’s not got much value to me anymore.”

			He’d wanted to hug him, glad he survived, but now Zeke balled his fist and punched him square in the nose. “You sorry critter, how dare you say that? Don’t you know what losing you would do to me and Boone and Moses? Don’t you know Jemima Ann is fond of you and the little boys, too? You think that would be news I’d want to send home to Ma?”

			Jacob reeled on impact, but he didn’t fall. He wiped at the blood that streamed from his nose with one hand. “What’d you do that for?”

			“Tryin’ to knock some sense into you,” Ezekiel said. He didn’t know the last time he’d been this angry. “How can you say your life’s not got value?”

			Since the blood kept flowing, Zeke handed his brother a bandana handkerchief to stem the tide.

			“I ain’t been right since Sally Ann died,” Jacob said. “Lord knows I’ve tried. Coming to Texas helped, sure. If I stayed in Kentucky, I’d be a miserable man, or I’d be dead by now. If I could’ve saved one of them young fellers, I’d have been glad. They likely had more to live for than I do.”

			“Don’t say that. You have got plenty reason to stay on this side of the grass to see. You have been here more than a year now, and I never thought you felt like this.”

			“I’ve tried not to,” Jacob said. “Sometimes I don’t. I ain’t always so gloomy, Ezekiel. But seeing those boys drown, that hit me hard.”

			“I grieve them, too,” he replied. He remembered how he and Jim had escorted Mattie back to San Antonio. “But I’d mourn you more. I reckon it would near kill Boone.”

			Jacob grunted. “Boone’s tougher than that.”

			“You weren’t here when Moses came near dying to see how hard he took it,” Ezekiel answered. “He’s tough, yeah, but he carries us all in his heart.”

			He saw the glitter of tears in his brother’s eyes right before Jacob grabbed him in a bear hug so tight that he couldn’t breathe. When he released him, they were both shivering to the skin.

			“I don’t deserve the brothers I got,” Jacob said. “But I reckon I’m glad to have you.”

			“You gotta get out of those wet clothes,” Ezekiel said. “Or you’ll come down with pneumonia like Moses did.”

			

			“You’re as soaked as I am, kid.”

			“Then we both need to dry out.”

			Zeke lingered long enough to make sure the two drowned men would be carried along in the back of the wrangler’s wagon to wherever they would camp for the night. Then he dogged his brother until he shucked the wet clothes and put on dry ones. Ezekiel did the same, then mounted. He craved a warm fire and maybe a bite of supper, but he had no idea if he’d have either this night.

			As he passed one of the outfitters, Jacob riding beside him, Deacon Lee waved him down.

			“I gotta talk to you, Ezekiel,” he said. He wore a ravaged expression, one of grief but something more.

			“Go ahead.”

			“Get off the horse and hear me out.”

			He expected to hear yet another problem, but almost anything would seem petty beside the loss of two hands. Still, Zeke would listen. It was how he’d been raised, and more than that, it was the kind of man Boone had taught him to be.

			“I’m listening,” he said once he had swung out of the saddle. “What’s the trouble?”

			“I quit as trail boss,” Deke told him. “I ain’t fit for it.”

			Ezekiel’s mood plummeted and he hadn’t thought that possible.

			“What do you mean? Why? We gotta have a trail boss, Deke.”

			“I mean, I’m done. I’ll ride the trail with you, I’ll ride flank or swing or even drag, just not point. It’s my danged fault those men died. If I’d listened to you, we’d have waited, and they’d be living still.”

			“Then who’s going to be trail boss?”

			“Well, you are,” Deke said as if it wasn’t a huge thing. “Boone said if, for any reason, if anything happened, he wanted you to take over as trail boss. Didn’t he tell you?”

			Zeke remembered he’d been told he’d be the backup and nodded. “He said something about it.”

			“It’s your place now, not mine. I gotta try to live with my bad decision, Ezekiel.”

			He hesitated briefly, and Deke continued, “If you don’t take it, the drive’ll fall apart, I reckon. We’ll never get the herd to Dodge or make any money, just go dragging back in disgrace.”

			There wasn’t any choice, so he said, “I’ll do it, Deacon.”

			“Thank you,” the other man said. “Decide where you want me, and I’ll be there. Best hire a couple new hands if you can or we’ll ride short.”

			That was true and Ezekiel knew it but wondered just where he would find a couple of hands with short notice, especially after it would be common knowledge two cowboys drowned crossing the river. He asked Deke, who pointed.

			“There’s five or six likely ones over there at that store,” he told him. “All asking if they can sign on with the drive.”

			That warm fire, some food, and some blessed sleep would have to wait. Jacob, at his urging, had ridden on to where some of the men had started to set up a camp. Come morning, they would bury the dead and then go on, no matter what the weather.

			Ezekiel strode over to the group. He had no notion how to choose two cowboys or how he would know if they had experience. The lives of the men and the herd would depend on every hand on the drive. If he made a wrong choice, they could all suffer, and he might lose more men.

			Two were too young, he decided, and couldn’t be more than twelve or thirteen years old. One could scarcely stand up due to being drunk. The aroma of whiskey and stale vomit wafted from his clothing, so Zeke rejected him without a word. That left a grizzled older man who wore full cowboy gear, including chaps.

			“How long you been trailing cattle?” Ezekiel asked him.

			“Since I was fourteen, and that was some thirty years ago,” he said. “Jack McGee is the name.”

			“Will you ride drag without bellyachin’ about it?”

			“I will.”

			“Then you’re hired,” Ezekiel said. 

			

			Two candidates remained. One was thin to the point of being emaciated with flushed cheeks. He looked as if he had consumption, Zeke thought. As he considered, the man had a coughing bout and spit blood into a handkerchief. That left one more man, a young one, tall with dark reddish-brown hair and a snub nose. His garments were new enough to still be stiff, but he wore leather chaps, a workable hat, and boots.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Connor O’Neill,” he replied. His voice had the lilt of an Irish brogue. “I’ve ridden up this trail twice before and the Chisholm once.”

			If true, that experience qualified him for the position. “How did an Irishman end up in Kerrville, Texas?”

			“My da brought the family to San Antonio from Galveston,” he answered. “He thought it might be a better life if we went west, so he brought the family to Texas. I was born in Ireland, so were my sisters Katie and Maeve and two other brothers.”

			“That tells me why you’re in Texas but not here.”

			“Da and Ma died,” he said. “My auntie Clodagh runs a boarding house, a respectable one, in Laredo. My brothers went off to build railroads, and my sister Maire wed. There wasn’t much left for us in Irish Flats so Katie and I went to our auntie. I’ve not much interest in boarding house life. ‘Tis better for women, and I was always a fair hand with horses.”

			It made sense so far, but Ezekiel still had questions. “So why are you here and not in Laredo?”

			“Seeking work like these other men. I didn’t have the luck to get hired as a ranch hand and Kerrville might well be a place I could get on a drive,” Connor told him. “I’d once hoped to get hired on at the Double Deuce, but your boss man said they had all the men they needed.”

			Liam, he thought. “I’m part owner of the ranch with Liam Rafferty and my brothers,” Zeke told him. “I’ve a need now, and if you’d like to fill it, I’ll sign you on. It’s not an easy occupation, though. Two men lost their lives crossing the river today, and it’s a harsh trail.”

			“I’m able for it,” Connor said without hesitation. “Besides, I trust in St. Michael to keep me safe.”

			He pulled a worn saint’s medal from around his neck and displayed it. Some might object to the Catholic connection, but Ezekiel didn’t. Boone’s wife, Rachel, was Catholic, and he’d accompanied her to church more than once when they were in Laredo. He thought as well that Granny Fitzgerald had been as well though there had been no priest nor parish anywhere near their home in Kentucky.

			“You’re hired, then,” Ezekiel told him. “You and Jack, follow me. We’ll find the herd and where we’re camping tonight.”

			And, he thought, we’ll bury our dead before we move on tomorrow or the next day.

			The responsibility of being trail boss weighed heavy on him, but being a Wilson, he accepted it and would move forward. First, though, he needed something to eat and some sleep.

			Things would surely look better come morning.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			The next morning, the rains had quit, and the sun shone as they dug a pair of graves in a quiet grove just off the trail. They buried Elias and Jim there. Spider said a few words and quoted from the Bible as they laid them to rest. Ezekiel wrote a letter home to the ranch to let them know they’d lost two hands already. Liam or Boone could notify the next of kin if there was one.

			Once the letter was mailed, they set out, with the new hands riding drag.

			They were only five days from home, and the trail had just begun. They’d lost two men to a raging floodtide river, and the flour was infested with weevils. The herd had already dragged them through a rattlesnake infested mesquite thicket. Riding point, Ezekiel hoped that the rest of the trail could be uneventful. It would still be hard, fighting weather, dust, and other trials, but if they could reach Dodge City without losing more men or cattle, he would call it good.

			Jack proved to be a seasoned hand. He rode drag and did whatever he was asked without question. Although in his mid-forties, he worked as hard as any of them, didn’t complain, and said little. Connor proved to be a decent hand as well. He could cowboy with the rest, and he sang as sweet a tenor as Boone, maybe sweeter. His voice could calm the cattle by night and often Ezekiel rode with him. He sang songs that Zeke knew well from childhood, tunes handed down from Granny, and some he didn’t know but soon learned.

			Once on the trail, Jacob’s mood seemed to lighten. Whether it was the fact he was too busy to be forlorn or he’d taken to heart what his brother had told him, Ezekiel didn’t know. He kept a close eye on him, though, remembering Boone’s admonition to watch out for each other.

			Ezekiel dreaded crossing the Red River, known for its treachery and lives lost, but they forded it without incident and continued onward. At Doan’s Store there, he spent a small amount of his hoarded money for supplies. He replaced the weevil infested flour and bought more coffee along with additional tobacco. It was the last place to buy any goods until they reached the streets of Dodge.

			There were stampedes although they managed to get the herd contained and back on track without too much difficulty. More than one dust storm choked the men and caused their eyes to burn. Ezekiel suffered bellyaches, bad enough to make his guts twist, but he had no idea what caused them. He had headaches, too, which he chalked up to squinting into the sun and the heat. It proved to be a hot summer, warmer than he recalled, and finding water was sometimes a challenge.

			By the time they reached the feed lots at Dodge City, Ezekiel was bronzed by the sun, his hair was long and wild, his beard thick. His muscles ached from constant days spent in the saddle and sleeping on the ground. The trip had taken almost eight weeks, good time for the Western Trail, but it had been grueling. Once the cattle were sold, he stored the money in a leather pouch and guarded it day and night.

			They would ride back together with the wrangler wagon, the horse remuda, and the chuckwagon in a few days, but they would make better time, he hoped, without the vast cattle herd to keep moving. In Dodge, Ezekiel had a haircut, a shave, and a bath, then indulged in a new pair of pants for the return trip. He avoided the saloons, not desiring any strong drink and to keep from brawling. Jacob kept close, and to his surprise, so did Connor.

			They dined at a restaurant and found a room in a cheap hotel. Ezekiel had no mind to linger. He craved home and the easier routines of the ranch. His longing for a woman hadn’t left him, but he avoided the soiled doves. They’d caused him nothing but trouble even though he’d never been with one, just danced and flirted. Connor talked often of his aunt and sister with fondness. 

			“Ah, my sister Katie can bake bread and cakes so sweet they’re fit for angels,” Connor told them over a meal that included fried chicken, mashed potatoes, milk gravy, and light bread. “This is good, sure, but ye should taste what she bakes.”

			“I reckon someday I can,” Ezekiel said.

			“Aye, you can. She makes stew fit for kings as well,” he said.

			“Is she older or younger?” Jacob asked.

			“Older by three years,” Connor replied. “I’m but seventeen.”

			Although he’d ridden the trail two years younger, at fifteen, Zeke shot him a glance. He’d assumed he was older, although now it no longer mattered.

			While in town, he penned a letter to Boone, hoping it might arrive before their return.

			Dear Boone and all,

			We have made it to Dodge City and sold the herd for a fair price that will please you, I expect. Jacob and I are well. I hope you and all the family is the same. Looks like we should be back by mid-July, barring any unforeseen events.

			I trust you got my letter from Kerrville with the sad news about the two hands. We’ve had no more losses, thank the good Lord.

			Deacon Lee quit as trail boss and so I’ve filled those shoes.

			I will be glad to be home.

			With love, your brother Ezekiel Wilson.

			Jacob asked if he could add a postscript, something he hadn’t done before, but Zeke nodded and handed the sheet of paper over.

			Boone and family,

			Just wanted to drop a line to say that the kid has done a fine job as trail boss. He’s got sand. You
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