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			praise for

			all the cowboys ain’t gone

			“[A] rollicking debut . . . Lincoln is an old-fashioned hero worth rooting for. Jacobson ingeniously colors in Lincoln’s adventures with elements of Dumas, Jules Verne, and P. C. Wren’s Beau Geste mixed with much Indiana Jones–style derring-do. This is a ride worth taking.”

			—publishers weekly

			“One of the most fun pieces of nostalgic escapism since Raiders of the Lost Ark . . . Like Michael Chabon or some of Joe Lansdale’s work, John Jacobson uses classic tropes to explore characters and beliefs. Times may have changed, but heroes are always needed. Lincoln Smith is a choice.”

			—mysterypeople

			“Original, unique, adroitly crafted, and an inherently fascinating read featuring truly memorable characters, All the Cowboys Ain’t Gone deftly showcases the impressive literary storytelling talents of author John J. Jacobson.”

			—midwest book review

			“The kind of story we used to watch at the Saturday Morning Movies, one we hate to see end, and one we’d like to have return again and again in a series of sequels just as funny, exciting, and satisfying.” 

			—new york journal of books

			“Want to be taken on a wild adventure? Imagine a cross between James Bond and MacGyver, throw in the Wild West and North Africa, and the result will be this book.”

			—storeybook reviews

			“This is a book that surprised and enchanted me from the first page! Not only does it have an intriguing and brilliant cover, this book has all of the things I love: cowboys, spying, rollicking adventures, a grandiose imagination, and action by the gallon!”

			—book bustle

			“Jacobson’s novel is the most quixotic cowboy story you’re likely to ever read. And just like that storied tale, this one is funny, adventurous and most of all, timely . . . Lincoln Smith is the hero today for all of those who, if not long for, certainly wax nostalgic about a time before the iPhone, the internet, and social media were ubiquitous.”

			—mountain times
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			To DJJ, DPJ, MPJ, and JKJ
—blessings undeserved. SDG.

		

	
		
			There comes a time in every rightly constructed boy’s life when he has a raging desire to go somewhere and dig for hidden treasure.

			—Mark Twain

		

	
		
			part one

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			As the sun climbed into the dazzling South Texas sky, a young boy sat astride his mustang pony on a low bluff. Looking eastward in the early morning light, he could see a plume of white smoke.

			The boy wore the chaps and spurs of a drover, though the last major cattle drive in Texas had been in 1885, three years ago. His blond hair, which he wore long in imitation of his father, hung out below his “sombrero,” as he liked to call his range hat. Slung over his shoulder was a small Comanche-style bow and quiver. His mother wouldn’t let him take his .22-caliber rifle out by himself until he turned twelve, three long months from now.

			It wasn’t unusual for him to ride out early and watch the new day awaken. If asked why he did so, he would say, also imitating his father, “I like gettin’ out and see what’s stirring with the new day, before its newness gets marred by the events of the day.” Although riding out early wasn’t unusual for him, this wasn’t a typical morning for young Lincoln Smith.

			He had heard the train even before he saw it, and as the dark iron locomotive came into view, pulling its four cars and caboose, his temper flared. He didn’t know whether to spit or cry. He spurred Rocinante, or “Rosy” into a dead gallop toward the train. Directing her with his legs, he nocked an arrow on his bow. When he got within forty feet of the locomotive, he loosed the arrow at its smokestack, then quickly nocked another arrow and shot the iron beast again, reloaded, and shot once more. The engineer and the fireman in the locomotive didn’t know what to think at the first arrow; then they started yelling and cursing at him. Lincoln would have chased the train farther and shot more arrows, but he had made his point. Besides, if he didn’t get back home by eight o’clock, he would have another kind of problem to deal with—his mother started his school lessons then and she didn’t tolerate tardiness.
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			Mrs. Rachel Smith, Lincoln Smith’s mother, was just getting up. Leaving her bedroom, she found the fire already burning in the fireplace, and the front door slightly ajar. She walked over to the window and looked outside. On the porch steps, she saw her son sitting with his head in his hands, mumbling something. It wasn’t all that unusual to see him talking to himself, but sometimes his passionate imagination did cause her some concern.

			All of a sudden, he sprang up. Grabbing his bow and quiver, he ran off toward the side of the barn. Rachel leaned over, trying to see what he had run after, but he disappeared around the back of the barn. Then she heard a canine yelp.

			“What have you been doing out there?” she asked him a few minutes later when he walked into the house.

			“A coyote was sneaking around the barn. It’s the one that’s been try ing to get at the chickens. I hit him in the flank, and my arrow stuck. But my bow’s too dern small and I didn’t bring him down. I need a real bow, or else you ought to let me take my rifle out.”

			“What did I tell you about using that word?” his mother scolded, bothered more by his language than by some chicken-filching coyote.

			“Dern isn’t really cussing,” the boy said as respectfully as he could, while still making what he considered a valid point.

			“It’s close enough,” his mother said. “If you can’t think of a better word, you’d best say nothing at all. Speech like that is a sign of a poor vocabulary. And take off your spurs when you’re in my house. I don’t want you scuffing the floor or the furniture.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Lincoln said, frowning slightly. He sat down on the chair by the front door and removed his spurs. A gift from one of his father’s old Texas Ranger friends, the spurs were among his most prized possessions. They were compact and light and had silver conchos on the metal heel band, and the polished-steel rowels had seven points. But what Lincoln liked best about them was their age and the experiences they had behind them.

			“And don’t forget to remove your hat while you’re at it,” his mother said as he was hanging the spurs next to the bootjack by the door.

			Lincoln walked over to the table where they would shortly be starting his lessons. He took off his hat and laid it gently on the table, crown down and brim up, the way you were supposed to care for a quality hat. His father had special ordered it for his eleventh birthday, nine months back. This Stetson wasn’t one of the new, fancy models that a dude from San Antonio would wear, but an old “Boss” model made from one hundred percent beaver. The crown, higher in the back, was shaped with a fold down the middle, and one on either side—the style of the old Hanna outfit that used to run beef down along the Nueces River, a dozen miles away. Lincoln was almost as proud of his Stetson as he was of those spurs.

			After they had eaten breakfast and cleared the table, Mrs. Smith sat down with the boy to start his lessons. She had brought a small stack of books to the table, and a slate with three differently colored pieces of chalk. She pulled a book of seventeenth-century poetry from the stack but didn’t open it. Instead, she took two small pasteboard-backed books from her apron pocket and handed them to him. She tilted her head down just so she could look reproachfully up at him from beneath arched brows. “I found these on your reading table this morning. You know I have concerns about what you’re filling your mind with.”

			“Yes, ma’am. This one’s about Wild Bill,” Lincoln said, using one of the books to keep the second one covered.

			“I can see whom it’s about,” his mother said. “I like you reading, just not trashy stuff like this.” She was quite proud of her son’s enthusiasm for reading, even though his taste in literature wasn’t yet what she hoped for. 

			The book had a gray-and-white cover with a highly imaginative interpretation of Wild Bill with a bowie knife in one hand, fighting off a bear, while shooting a couple of bandits with a six-shooter in the other hand. Lincoln put the books down, and his left eye twitched, as it tended to do when he was concerned or thinking serious thoughts. The twitch was a result of getting launched off his pony while trying a daring new trick that one of his young Indian friends was trying to teach him.

			“Yes, ma’am, but it ain’t trashy,” he said, feeling duty bound to show his loyalty and defend his hero. “Pa was a friend of Wild Bill’s and he says this book’s somewhat accurate. Pa says Bill was one of a dying breed and that there’s not many like him anymore. That’s high words, coming from Pa.”

			James Butler Hickok, better known as Wild Bill, was actually only his third-favorite hero. But third was a lofty position on the boy’s list of heroes. Had it been a male who used “trashy” in reference to Wild Bill (and said male’s age might not have mattered much), there would have been minor bloodshed. But just as Lincoln didn’t cotton to anyone speaking ill of Wild Bill, neither would he tolerate anyone—himself included—behaving disrespectfully to his mother. He would have said it was “against the code” to speak rudely to any woman, let alone his mother. But no man in South Texas would be fool enough to do that. For he would have had to answer not only to Lincoln but also to his father, Marshal Wesley Smith, Lincoln’s number one favorite hero, who was not a man to be trifled with.

			“I was referring to the quality of the writing, not to Mr. Hickok himself,” Mrs. Smith said. “If what you’re reading teaches you to say ain’t instead of is not, then it most certainly is trash as far as I am concerned. I’m not speaking about the man, but about grammar and vocabulary. I happen to have met Mr. Hickok on a few occasions myself. Indeed, he was a gallant gentleman.”

			“It was fourteen years and two months ago, on August second, that McCall shot him in the back of the head,” Lincoln said, setting the books down and standing up. “Shooting in the back is about as low-down as you can get. McCall was a coward and a dern weasel.”

			“Lincoln, what did I tell you about saying that word! Your foul language isn’t going bring back Mr. Hickok—or, for that matter, the old times you so long for.”

			Lincoln sat back down, feeling just a little sorry for himself. “This book,” he said after a few moments, “calls Bill ‘a knight chivalric of the western plains,’ ”—pronouncing chivalric properly, with the accent on the second syllable. Lincoln enjoyed the old books of questing knights almost as much as he liked his Western novels, some of which claimed that their heroes were the true heirs of the old knight-errantry. “I admire that,” he went on. “Pa’s like that too, ain’t he? If I could have only been born earlier, I could have been like them too.”

			“Well, you weren’t. It’s 1890, and what you need is a modern education if you’re going to face the changes that are coming, and they are a-coming.”

			“It was the dern railroads that started the decline,” he answered, recalling proudly his attack on the locomotive earlier in the morning. Lincoln detested machines in general and had a particular bitterness toward trains, whose coming had brought the hunters who butchered the buffalo. They had also put an end to the big cattle drives before he ever got the chance to go on one.

			“Now, Lincoln,” his mother said, growing stern, “I’m not going to tell you again. If you don’t stop saying dern, I’m going to wash your mouth out with soap.”

			Lincoln sat up straight, realizing he had gone a notch too far. “Yes, ma’am, okay,” he said, “and I won’t say ain’t no more—anymore. I will try harder to talk good.”

			“But it’s not that book I’m most concerned with. It’s that other one you’re trying to hide underneath it.”

			She took up the books, set the one about Wild Bill down, and showed him the other one. On its cover, in gray-and-white tones, was a soldier carrying a rifle, with bandoliers crisscrossed across his chest, a cap with cloth hanging from the back to cover his neck, a long tunic that went almost to his knees, blousy trousers tucked into calf-high boots, and a wide sash wrapped around his waist. The title read, Légion Étrangère: The French Foreign Legion—The Place That Time Forgot.

			“This is not the kind of book a boy your age should be reading. I’ve heard that they’re a bunch of criminals and cutthroats. And there is no place that time forgot. You’re just going to have to get used to it.”

			“Besides jewel thieves, it also says it’s where fallen princes and brokenhearted lovers go.”

			“Lincoln, running away from your problems is not the way to get over them.”

			“But, ma’am, if I might say so, I do wish I could have been a Texas Ranger or even a scout. I would rather have been a scout for the Seventh Cavalry—for Custer, even—than to have been born now.” He tried to smile and give the impression he was keeping a good attitude. But Lincoln wasn’t great at hiding his emotions.

			His mother moved closer to him, smoothed his hair, and looked him in the eye. “There’s a story your pa once told me when I got to complaining about something or other. It’s a little off-color, but I think it’s time you heard it.”

			“What’s off-color ?”

			“It means it’s not all that dignified. But it has an important lesson just the same. I think you’re old enough to hear it now. It’s about a cattle drive, so I’m sure you’ll like it. Some old outfit was taking a herd up to Dodge City, and as I think you know, there was an unwritten rule on cattle drives to always extend the hospitality of a meal to anyone who happened to ride up to the chuck wagon at mealtime—even to stragglers.

			“There was also another unwritten rule that a cowboy on a drive was never supposed to complain openly about the food. Not only was it bad manners”—this manners bit was Mrs. Smith adding her own touch to the tale—“but if he did, the complainer would be bound to clean the dishes and the pots and pans for the whole outfit. And this applied especially to stragglers.

			“So during this drive, at suppertime, up rides a straggler and says, ‘Howdy, boys. Something sure smells invitin’.’ And as was only proper, the boys extended to him a meal. Well, the next day, just as they’re starting to eat, he rides up again and says something like ‘The aroma was just too much for me.’ And for the next three days, he’s there at suppertime, saying something of the same nature.

			“Well, this abuse of their good manners started to get to the cowboys, and they had a discussion and came up with a plan. An hour or so before supper the next day, they gathered a bunch of ripe horse biscuits.”

			“I’ve never seen a horse biscuit. What do they look like?”

			“You have seen them; you see them all the time. They’re, you know, they’re what horses leave behind.”

			“You mean horse turds?”

			“Yes, but I would rather not use the word. That’s why I call this story off-color, and I don’t want you repeating it in mixed company. Understand?”

			“Yes, ma’am. Did Pa really tell you this?”

			“Yes, he did. And I took a good lesson from it too, and so can you. The cowboys gathered up a bunch of these fresh horse biscuits and gave them to the cook, and the cook put a little flour on them and some spices and then fried them up nicely. Of course, for cleanliness’ sake, he used a separate frying pan from the one he was using for everyone else’s dinner”—again he suspected this was his mother’s own touch—“and sure enough, in no time at all, up comes the straggler again, looking for a free meal.

			“So the cowboys greet him and are all friendly like, and one of them gets up and says, ‘Friend, here, let me get you a plate of these dumplings. Special recipe—sure are tasty.’

			“They fix him a plate of the special-recipe dumplings, and the straggler digs in and takes a big bite.

			“ ‘Ah, horse biscuits!’ the straggler cried, spitting out the vile concoction. ‘It’s horse biscuits!’ he repeated, spitting again. He looked up and saw the whole crew of drovers with their eyes fixed on him. After a moment, with something less than a smile, he said, ‘But good! If these aren’t the best horse biscuits I ever had, I don’t know what are.’ He thanked them for the meal and rode away, never to bother those folks again.”

			“Ma, that’s a great story! It ought to be in a book.”

			“But what is the lesson you think I want you to learn from it?”

			“I don’t know; there aren’t any more cattle drives. Maybe, don’t take handouts?”

			“The lesson is that real cowboys—and people with character, in general—don’t complain, even if they have something to complain about. And I’d take it a step further: if there is something worth complaining about, do something about it. Applied to you, though things aren’t the way you’d prefer, there are still going to be plenty of adventures; they’re just going to be different. You’re just going to have to use your imagination to find them.”

			It was going to take Lincoln some time to think all this through. He knew that his mother was a smart woman, and he tried to give her opinions a chance. He did like the idea of a person doing something about the things they didn’t like. What that straggler did, for instance, was just to get up and leave.

			The old clock on the brick mantel above the fireplace started to gong; it was eight o’clock. “I’m going to get another cup of coffee,” Mrs. Smith said, “and then we’ll start your lessons.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			A few minutes later, they started Lincoln’s schoolwork. Mrs. Smith, a teacher by training, had taken on the responsibility for the “modern education,” as she called it, of her only child. After graduating from Vassar College in New York five years after the end of the War Between the States, she had come to Texas to visit her parents. Her father had been a Union brigadier general in the war and, at its end, was given the command of Fort Sam Houston, outside San Antonio, where former Texas Ranger Wesley Smith had recently become a marshal. Though their backgrounds were considerably different, the thirty-year-old marshal and twenty-three-year-old Rachel Clark were quickly smitten with each other. A year later, they married. But it wasn’t for another eight years, after a difficult birth, that Lincoln was born, who would be her only child. Now her great passion was the education of her precocious son.

			And Lincoln was demonstrating a certain precociousness, not only in a few of his school subjects but also in a few areas she wasn’t so excited about. He was developing a tendency to be very protective of the honor of the people, things, and ideas he cared about. His feelings about the hero of the book she had caught him reading was an instance of this. Another was his latest black eye, still visible even though it was a week old. He had received this badge of honor while brawling with five lads of similar age. One of them had made disparaging remarks about the person Lincoln was named after—fighting words.

			Naming their Texas-born son after the great leader of the North had been his unabashedly Yankee mother’s idea. His father, reared in the North-siding New Mexico Territory and having been a scout in Kit Carson’s brigade of the Union Army, went along with the name. He figured that growing up in a former Confederate state, with Lincoln for a name, would probably add a little jalapeño pepper to his son’s personality. He himself had had to deal with something similar. After the war he had wanted to ride with the Texas Rangers, and the Texas Rangers were in Texas. He had his share of skirmishes with some of the more hardheaded Lone Stars. Eventually, he won the respect of almost everyone who knew him, either by beating the tar out of the insulter or by outfighting, capturing, and, in some cases, killing the desperadoes and Comanches who were robbing and killing their fellow Texans. Lincoln was going through a little of the same process, though now, having grown to the age of eleven, he fought less about his Yankee roots and more about other points of honor.

			But despite all Lincoln’s distractions, he was showing real promise in a number of his school subjects, which was very important to his mother. Her challenge was first to engage his imagination. This morning, they were going to practice elocution. Lincoln wasn’t overfond of it, but she wisely approached it through some older English poetry she knew he liked.

			In the poetry book, she pointed to some lines from Andrew Marvell, and said, “Read this stanza, slowly and with the proper intonation.”

			He began reading:

			
				
					“At my back I always hear

					Time’s winged chariot hurrying near:

					And yonder all before us lie . . .”

				

			

			He paused, interrupted by galloping hoofbeats outside, approaching fast. “Ma, someone’s in an awful big hurry,” he said, beginning to rise.

			She restrained him and stood up. But before she got to the window, boots clomped on the wooden porch, and a rapid knocking sounded on the door.

			“Pardon, ma’am, for interrupting your schooling,” said the deputy marshal standing at the door, “but is the marshal in? It’s real important.”

			The deputy, an older man with gray whiskers, suddenly realized he still had his shabby slouch hat on and quickly removed it.

			“Hi, Mr. Beale,” Lincoln said, running to the deputy and sticking out his hand.

			“Howdy, Linc,” the deputy said, shaking his hand but without the playfulness he usually showed Lincoln.

			“No, Charlie,” Mrs. Smith said. “He went out early this morning after a gambler who got rowdy in town last night. Is everything all right?”

			Lincoln blurted out, “Some man was snoring so loud in the room next to him that the gambler shot at his wall and blew off his big toe.”

			“Hush, boy,” his mother said.

			“It’s Humberto Hill,” the deputy said. “He’s out of prison and got himself a gang already, and they’re out for trouble. They burned the Duncan farm last night. You know Hill’s got it in for the marshal.”

			“And Wes was just complaining how it was getting so dull around here,” she said.

			“Them’s dangerous pistoleros, ma’am,” the deputy said. “I think it best you and Linc get into town soon as possible, at least till Wes gets back.”

			“Charlie, it’s ‘they are dangerous pistoleros,’ not them’s,” Mrs. Smith said.

			“Ma’am, by rights they are,” Deputy Beale said.

			“We’re going to finish Lincoln’s lessons first,” she said. “I’m not going to drop everything and run into town every time there’s a little commotion around here.”

			“Ma’am, I would hurry if I was you. I need to warn the Reeds too. I’ll ride by here on the way back. I know that’s what Wes’d prefer.” The deputy put his hat back on, tipped it, and hurried out.

			A few moments after getting back to Lincoln’s lesson, they heard the report of a rifle.

		

	
		
			chapter 3

			A half mile from the ranch house, six men carrying rifles walked their horses up to the fallen body of Deputy Beale. Raúl, the youngest and lowest in the pecking order, jumped from his horse and took the dead man’s hogleg revolver from its holster, then went through his pockets. He found three dollars, some change, and an old watch and handed the loot to the leader of the group, Humberto Hill. Hill put the pistol in his saddlebag and the money in his pocket. He opened the watch and looked at it, then shook it, banged it on his saddle horn, and put it to his ear. He threw it back at Raúl. “Damned thing stopped,” he said. They started toward the Smiths’ ranch house.
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			Mrs. Smith had gotten up and was looking through the front window. She couldn’t see anything unusual, but she didn’t doubt that serious trouble was afoot out there. She said to Lincoln, who was just behind her, “Get me your pa’s rifle. Hurry, now.”

			Lincoln grabbed a chair and pulled it over to where the rifle hung in a gun rack, above the stone mantel. Standing on the chair, he took the rifle down. It was a custom version of the classic 1866 .44-caliber Winchester. Its polished blue-steel barrel was five inches longer than the traditional version, and its fore band was silver with gold fillings. The initials WS were engraved on both sides of the black-oak stock.

			Lincoln also took down a box of cartridges and had the rifle loaded in seconds. He then brought it to the window, but rather than give it to his mother, he tried to edge her out of the way. “No, Lincoln,” she said. “Give it to me, and you keep back.”

			“Ma, it shoots low and to the right,” he said.

			“I know how it shoots,” she said, taking it from him. “Now, you stay down, you hear?” She looked back out the window and cocked the rifle.
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			Marshal Smith didn’t get back to San Antonio until a little after noon. He had caught up with the gambler about twenty miles outside town and took him back without any resistance. Back in town, before the marshal had even dismounted, the old man who kept the jailhouse hurried out and told him the news that Hill and his gang were seen in the area. He also told him about the burning of the Duncan ranch and that Deputy Beale hadn’t returned from riding out to warn the local ranches. Leaving the trigger-happy gambler handcuffed and in the jailer’s care, he took off toward his ranch, eight miles from town.

			A few miles away, he could see wisps of smoke rising from behind the low hills in the direction of his ranch. Panic lodged like a lead weight in his stomach—something he had never experienced, even in his worst gun battles against Comanches and outlaws. Without slowing his horse, he pulled the Winchester carbine from its scabbard.

			Riding over a hillock, he could see in the distance that the crossbeam at the ranch’s entrance had been pulled down. Moments later, when he passed it, he saw five or six bullet holes in the WS  branded into the wood of the crossbeam. A hundred yards beyond lay the smoldering ruins of his house and barn.

			Reaching the house, he leaped off his horse. In the front yard lay a dead body. Another was sprawled facedown on the porch steps. Both had been shot with a large-caliber weapon.

			No one could have lived through the fire that destroyed the house. All that remained were the stone fireplace, chimney, and the old brass clock on the mantel.

			He ran inside, frantic, looking for any sign of his wife or son. There was no trace of anything human, alive or dead. He walked to the fireplace and placed both hands on the mantel. Trying to calm his racing mind, he rested his forehead on the still-warm brick. After a moment, he looked up and noticed that the old brass clock was still ticking. In a rage, he slammed it off the mantel, shattering it on the smoldering ground.

		

	
		
			chapter 4

			By the time Marshal Smith camped down that night, he had followed the tracks of Humberto Hill and his gang for close to forty miles. He would have gone farther, but first he had needed to go back to town to get two fresh mounts, more ammunition, and supplies. This cost him less than an hour. He worked fast. In town, no one volunteered to go with him. He wouldn’t have taken anyone, even if there were a man he trusted to be cool, brave, and decisive in a fight. And no one had tried to talk him out of going after the gang alone.

			He asked to have the body of Deputy Beale, whom he had found while cutting sign in the area around the ranch, properly cared for and buried. Other than that, he didn’t say much to anyone, or they to him. His anguish and simmering rage were well understood.

			As he was mounting up, the old widow of a Ranger, who had died in a gun battle twenty years before, brought him biscuits and dried meat bundled in a handkerchief. She knew something about what he felt. He thanked her as well as he could and rode off, picking up the Hill gang’s trail just south of his ranch.

			Following their trail had been easy enough. He was an experienced tracker, and the outlaws had taken scant pains to cover tracks. He was convinced that his wife and son were still alive. He had found their fresh boot prints in the ranch yard, and their saddles and tack had been taken from the barn before it was burned. And the hoofprints around the ranch yard and on the trail were clear: one rider leading two unmounted horses, a rider alone, and four other riders, two of whom were probably his wife and son.

			Humberto Hill was taking them on an old rustler’s trail that ran south–southwest from the ranchland outside San Antonio and into Mexico, crossing the border just south of Piedras Negras. Smith knew the trail and the area well. He had ridden it many times in his days as a Ranger, chasing bandits and cattle thieves who were running to refuge. In those days, the Rangers didn’t often cross the border after outlaws. But on this occasion, there was no question. He would need to cross.

			He also believed that this was exactly what Humberto Hill was counting on him to do. He was certain Humberto had taken his wife and son to lure him into a weak and vulnerable position. Hill was smart enough to know he wouldn’t have much chance in anything approaching an equal fight. He would need to get Smith into a situation, preferably on the other side of the border, where he could use terrain and strength of numbers to exact his revenge.

			As Marshal Smith lay in his bedroll that night, close to his small fire of mesquite sticks, he tried to take his thoughts off his family by pondering how Humberto would move against him. The man thought himself smart and tried to do things with an air of style, which complicated trying to anticipate him. Hill was the son of a Mexican woman and a former corporal in the Army of Texas. As things were getting nasty with the events leading up to the Alamo massacre, Corporal Hill bolted across the Río Grande to Villa Acuña, where he took up with the future mother of his son. Not long after, the corporal got caught cheating at cards in a Mexican cantina and was impaled on the machete of an irate campesino. He hadn’t been met with a lot of goodwill down there in the first place, since the Coahuiltecans didn’t hold Texans—even deserters—in very high regard.

			Marshal Smith knew Humberto’s story as well as anyone. Though the kid never got to know his father, he got a constant stream of stories from his mother about his very special papá norteamericano—his charm, his good looks, and especially his intelligence. His mother was quite honored to have borne a child by a gentleman of noble English descent, as Corporal Hill had told anyone who would listen. Growing up with such a special heritage had no doubt played a part in Humberto’s lofty opinion of himself.

			After Humberto and two of his half brothers robbed a bank in San Antonio, Rangers Wes Smith and Henry “Frenchy” LeBeau had caught up with them at a saloon in Crystal City, where Humberto wanted to stop because he fancied one of the floozies there. It was sheer arrogance to stop on the Texas side of the river; it was cowardice and folly when he had his brothers charge out the front of the saloon, trying to draw the Rangers’ attention while he slipped out the back.

			Smith was the Ranger covering the front of the saloon, and when Humberto’s brothers came charging out with guns blazing, he had little recourse but to shoot them. On the other hand, Humberto did show some smattering of intelligence when, at the saloon’s rear exit, he found himself looking down the twin barrels of Ranger LeBeau’s shotgun. He surrendered without firing a shot. Humberto had sworn vengeance on Smith for killing his brothers. And he had probably spent his nine years in Huntsville Prison planning every little detail of how he would do it.

			The marshal had no doubt that Humberto would try something tricky. The conventional way would be to draw Smith into a place where all the advantages would be Hill’s, like in the narrow trail going up the steep-sided arroyo just past the Río Caliente in Huaxuquilla. That would be a perfect spot for an ambush. But Humberto Hill thought himself a savvy hombre. The more Smith thought on it, the more he was convinced that Hill would want to try something novel. Wes didn’t know what, but he was going to be ready.
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			The next morning, as the eastern chaparral began to lighten, Lincoln Smith was already wide awake. Last night, the gang’s sleeping provisions for him and his mother had been to bind them hand and foot and let them use the bedrolls that had belonged to the men his mother shot. Humberto had allowed them to have their hands tied in front of them, at least. He wanted them well rested, for they had ridden hard all day and were about to do so again.

			Last night they had crossed the Río Grande a little before dusk and camped behind a bluff that rose above the river’s southern bank. From the top of the bluff, in the light of a three-quarter moon, one could see the river and a fair distance across the plain that ran out into Texas. Humberto had a lookout posted there all night, changing every two hours, watching for any movement and listening for any sound of Marshal Smith approaching.

			While the rest of the camp slept, Lincoln’s mind raced, trying to think what he could do. He had heard the men talking in Spanish—apparently, it never occurred to them that he might know the lingo tolerably well. Once they got deeper into Mexico, some of them would circle back on his father, who was sure to be following them by now. These were desperate men, and Lincoln knew he had to be careful if he tried anything. But his father was coming, and he had to find a way to warn him.

			Lincoln didn’t have much experience with real-life outlaws, but he had heard lots of talk of the old days and of his father’s run-ins with a number of them. And he had read a great many adventure books. He tried to remember whether any of the stories he knew had a situation similar to this, but he couldn’t think of anything that might apply.

			Then he thought about the discussions he’d had with his father about strategy and tactics. Most of the battles in the War Between the States were more or less undisguised frontal attacks. His father had taught him that the war proved that the frontal attack was a poor tactic, a big waste of life. Far better to use stratagems and other subtler maneuvers. The Reb general Stonewall Jackson, his father had said, was a master of this kind of thinking, and if he had lived, the war might have turned out differently. His father had also said, referring to Stonewall, that you could respect a man even if you didn’t agree with him.

			Lincoln racked his brain for ideas. He thought of the pirate story, how the captives put messages in bottles and threw them into the sea, hoping someone would find and read them. He didn’t have a pencil or paper, but he found a stick and tried to make his father a picture in the dirt next to where he had been sleeping. He had just completed drawing four stick men on horses and was about to draw two of them breaking off from the group when Humberto walked back from relieving himself behind a cholla cactus. He was carrying Marshal Smith’s rifle.

			“What you doing, whelp?” Humberto hissed, walking up and seeing Lincoln try to erase the image in the dirt. “Drawing pictures for your papá to find?” he said, and feigned smacking Lincoln with the butt of the rifle. Lincoln hardly flinched, but his mother, who had awakened, threw herself between them. Humberto roared with laughter. Then he scraped the ground with his boot, ruining what remained of the drawing and kicking sand in their eyes.

			Lincoln dived for the man’s legs to tackle him, but Humberto danced around and then whacked Lincoln with a solid blow across the side of his head with the buttstock of the rifle.

			“You villain, he’s only a child!” his mother cried out, grabbing the boy to keep him from lunging back at Humberto.

			Lincoln didn’t lunge, but he wouldn’t let his mother hold him either. He glared at Humberto. “A man with any honor wouldn’t kick dirt in a woman’s face,” he said. “You don’t have any honor and you don’t have any code.” This was about the worst thing Lincoln could think to say of a man.

			The rest of the gang, now wide awake, howled with laughter. “The only code I got,” Humberto said, not laughing at all, “is that I’m going to kill your papá—an eye for an eye. I got to keep you two alive, my aces in the hole, until I get him, and then you’re going to be the other eye.”

			“We’ll see how brave you are when my pa gets hold of you,” Lincoln said. “He’s coming, and you don’t stand any more chance against him than a rattler against a roadrunner. You’d need a whole army against him. He’s the best shot in Texas and the best tracker and the bravest—”

			“Yeah, yeah, I know he’s coming,” Humberto interrupted. “I just wish he’d hurry up. Now, you get ready to travel,” he said, brandishing the rifle butt at Lincoln again.

			“You best be careful with the rifle,” Lincoln said. “General Grant gave that to my pa. And if my pa asks him, he’ll send a whole battalion down here after you.” He said this knowing that the former president had died three years earlier.

			The gang laughed again, though a little nervously this time.

			“Yeah, and I got this here pistol from General Santa Ana,” Humberto said.

			His gang didn’t laugh at this joke. They looked at each other as if puzzling over where Humberto had got his gun.

			Soon they mounted up and were ready to ride. Before they left, Humberto said to Lilo Bustos, the member of the gang he seemed to consider the most reliable, “Wait on the bluff until you see Smith coming and take this watch,” he said, handing the watch to him. “Remember the time you see him. I want to know how far he is behind us. You should be able to see him two or three miles out from the river and you better not let him see you. Ride after us as soon as you spot him and know it’s him. We’ll wait for you on Mesa Castillo. ¿Entiendes? ”

			Lincoln didn’t think Lilo Bustos looked too excited about having to wait by himself anywhere near the vicinity of Wes Smith. But since Humberto would kill him if he disobeyed, the decision was easy. He headed for the lookout spot while the rest of the gang took Rachel and Lincoln deeper into Mexico.

		

	
		
			chapter 5

			Marshal Smith was up and following their trail at the first gray hint of dawn. He figured they were still at least four hours ahead of him, and he wanted to make up much of that time today. It was good that he had two strong mounts, for he was going to be riding hard into the evening.

			About four hours later, he crossed the Río Grande into Mexico, and shortly after that, came upon the camp where Humberto Hill and his gang had stayed the previous night. He dismounted and investigated it, careful not to trample any possible clues to what the gang was up to.

			Reconnoitering the campsite, Smith poked the remains of the campfire with the toe of his boot. A small curl of smoke rose from the still-warm coals. Over where the horses had been hobbled, he picked up a piece of horse dung. It had barely dried. He figured he was now about two hours behind the gang—close enough that he had to start being especially attentive. He found and followed the trail leading up to the lookout spot on the bluff. Some of the boot prints were fresher than those down at the camp, and from the length of stride, the man had been in a hurry to leave.

			Back at the camp, about twenty feet from the fire, he found a place, big enough for two to sleep, where the ground had been cleared of pebbles and twigs. Close by were the highest density of what he had determined were his wife’s and son’s boot prints. Just in front of this patch, the tuft grass was trampled hard, as if there’d been a little scuffle.

			But what interested him most were the tracks of Lincoln’s young mare, over where the horses had been hobbled. Wes had bought the mustang yearling for Lincoln’s ninth birthday, almost three years ago. Lincoln had raised and trained her, and though he was an accomplished rider even before then, his real education on a horse had been with Rosy, the filly mustang that his father had bought him when he was seven. His father had taught him some Comanche horsemanship, which he himself had learned as a Texas Ranger. Recognized as the best horsemen on the plains, a Comanche could drop to the far side of his galloping mount, with one heel over its back and his bow arm through a sling braided into the mane, and shoot arrows, deadly at thirty yards, from under the horse’s neck, protected from enemy bullets by the horse’s body. For practice, Wes and Lincoln used to direct their horses without using the reins. Lincoln had become quite skilled at making his horse sidestep and back up Comanche-style. What Smith saw here were the tracks of two or three sidesteps and backings. While Lincoln was mounted, waiting for the party to ride, he had apparently made Rosy do this maneuver facing the opposite direction of the rest of the horses. He could easily have made it look as if the horse were just acting up.

			The clincher was that this same pattern occurred on both sides of the trail. It seemed that Lincoln was trying to tell him to beware of someone breaking off from the group and coming at him from the side. It could also mean he was going to be attacked on both flanks. Marshal Smith wasn’t sure of its exact meaning, but he knew his resourceful, imaginative son, who was warning him of some sort of doubling-back maneuver. He was forewarned. Now he just had to be ready for it.
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			Humberto, his three men, Rachel, and Lincoln had been at their camp on the top of Mesa Castillo for only an hour and a half when Lilo Bustos rode up, his horse lathered and breathing heavily. The sun had just set, and they were sitting around a small mesquite fire. One of his men was cooking a pot of beans.

			“Viene rápido,” Lilo said as he swung down off his horse. “Seis u ocho millas atrás. Tiene dos caballos fuertes, y nos sigue casi sin parar. Este hombre sabe adónde va.”

			Lincoln caught the gist of it. His father was trailing them by six to eight miles and coming fast, with two strong horses. Humberto went to his saddlebags, stashed under a creosote bush with his saddle and Smith’s Winchester rifle, and took out a spyglass. He and Lilo walked to the edge of the butte, which offered a broad vista of the desert below. Humberto swept the glass over the expanse of parched grass, ocotillo, and prickly pear. After a few moments, he grunted. “I see him,” he said. “The damned fool’s camped and has lit a fire. He doesn’t want to chance riding up the mesa in the dark. Figures this is where we’re waiting for him.”

			“The gringo is loco to come alone,” Lilo said. “We have him four to one and we can choose the ground.”

			“Ah, he comes alone because he is the great Wes Smith,” Humberto said, closing the spyglass. “The fool! I’d just as soon shoot him in the back.”

			Humberto and Lilo walked back to the fire. “Apúrate, Oso,” Humberto said to the well-fed man who had cooked the beans and was now wolfing down a second plateful. “You’re moving out in ten minutes with her and the brat. You will ride with the moon.”

			Humberto took a small pouch of money from his saddlebag. He also grabbed his rifle scabbard and Smith’s old Winchester. He walked back to Oso and grabbed the plate from him. “You’re done,” he said, flinging the beans into the chaparral. “Take the woman and kid to Ramona. You should get there by sunset tomorrow. Here.” He tossed Oso the pouch of money. “Give it to Emiro Fernández, who will hide you till I get there.”

			Oso swallowed his mouthful of beans and put the money in his vest. “I will not fail,” he said.

			“Ride another three hours tonight before you camp. Keep them tied all night. If you let them get away, I will find you and feed your ears to the coyotes.”

			“I will not fail,” Oso repeated. “I will wait for you in Ramona.”

			“And here,” Humberto said, thrusting Smith’s rifle at him. “I couldn’t hit a barn with this if I were standing inside it. I’ll sell it in Ramona.”
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			It was close to midnight, and the fire at Marshal Smith’s camp had burned down to embers. He had made his bed next to the fire, and his horses were hobbled next to a mesquite thicket twenty feet away. The camp was quiet and still in the light of the almost full moon that had sunk a third of the way down the western sky.

			Smith had made his bed, but he wasn’t in it. He had wrapped his blanket over some catclaw and juniper boughs and propped his hat convincingly over where his head would be. From forty feet away in moonlight, it looked like a body sleeping by the fire. He lay low behind the mesquite thicket in front of the horses, scanning the dark for any movement, listening for the slightest out-of-place sound.

			He was betting that Humberto Hill would make his move tonight. He had made camp early and built a campfire that would be visible from the mesa. He hoped Humberto would see his camping here as reluctance to risk the steep, narrow trail up the mesa in poor light. Attacking him tonight would suit Humberto’s penchant for “style” and his need to be thought smart. In Smith’s experience, a lot of outlaws’ blunders came from bravado and a need to reassure themselves of their own cunning.

			After an hour or so, Smith noticed one of the horses raise her ears. Looking through the bushes, he eased his pistol out of its holster and strained to listen. A few moments later, off to his left, he heard the snap of a trodden mesquite bean. A breath later, to the right, he heard the snick of a revolver hammer being cocked. A few seconds of silence elapsed. Smith resisted the urge to thumb back the hammer of his Colt .44, lest he alert the ambush party.

			After more seconds of silence, from both sides of the camp, the flash and crack of pistol shots filled the air. Twigs and gravel kicked up around the bedding, and little wisps of blanket wool flew into the air as the bedroll took eight or nine direct hits.

			When the shots ceased, two men stepped out of the darkness on opposite sides of the camp. With their pistols leveled, they cautiously approached the “body.” The one to Smith’s right kicked at the bedroll, and a piece of catclaw clung to his boot. In a fury he kicked it again, and a couple of juniper branches skittered across the camp.

			“I couldn’t sleep,” Smith said, stepping out of the darkness.

			Both bushwhackers spun toward him. He fired two quick shots, hitting each of them in the chest. One went down. The other staggered backward and fired another shot, missing badly. Smith fired twice, and he collapsed to the ground. The first man to fall reached for his pistol, which had fallen a foot from where he lay. Smith shot him in the shoulder, then ran to him and grabbed him by the shirtfront, shaking him and screaming in his face, “Where are they?”

			Blood trickled out of the bandito’s mouth, and his eyes rolled back. Smith flung him back down and ran to the other fallen shooter. “¿Dónde están? ” he said, grabbing him by the hair. “Where’s Humberto? ¿Adónde llevó a la mujer y al muchacho?”

			The dying man tried to speak, then went limp. Smith shook him, yelling, with no result. Standing over the second dead man and breathing hard, he realized he had emptied his revolver and started reloading cartridges from his gun belt.

			Then something smashed him in the back, and he heard a gunshot. Staggering forward a few steps, he fell to his knees, still trying desperately to reload the big Colt. Another shot hit in his left shoulder, and another in the back of his right thigh. He dropped his pistol and fell on his side.

			“The great Marshal Smith,” Humberto Hill said, walking out of the shadows. “The great Marshal Wesley Smith has finally come to the end of his trail.”

			Smith scrabbled for his pistol, a few feet from where he lay sprawled in the dirt. Humberto walked over and kicked it out of reach.

			“I’m going to take my time killin’ you.”

			“What have you done with them?” Smith rasped.

			Humberto kicked him in the ribs, then rolled him onto his back and pointed the gun at his face. “Beg, Marshal. I want to hear the great marshal beg.”

			“Tell me what you’ve done with them,” Smith said. “Just tell me if they’re still alive.”

			“What difference is it to you? You’re going where you sent my brothers. When you get to hell, send ’em my regards.” Humberto grabbed him by the shirt and, pulling him close to his face, pushed the pistol muzzle hard against Smith’s temple.

			“Now start begging.”

			While Humberto taunted him, Smith’s right hand slipped down inside the top of his stovepipe boot.

			“Beg, Wesley, be—”

			As Smith jabbed the knife deep into Humberto’s left side, there was a cracking sound as the blade crunched through a rib, puncturing the bandit’s pancreas and celiac artery. Humberto’s pistol went off, the bullet smashing the bone on the outside corner of Smith’s left eye socket.

			Smith pushed him off, crawled to him, and put the knife to his throat. “What have you done with them? Where are they?” Smith bellowed as blood from his eye wound dripped over Humberto’s face. “Do one decent thing in your life. Tell me what’s happened to them.”

			“They’re dead,” Humberto mumbled. “I killed them two hours ago.”

			Smith stabbed him again, then again. He staggered to his feet but could barely stand. He staggered forward a few steps, dropped the knife, and collapsed on his little pile of juniper boughs.

		

	
		
			chapter 6

			Oso was hot, thirsty, hungry, and tired, but he was still glad Humberto had chosen him to take Marshal Smith’s woman and son to Ramona ahead of the others. He had known they planned to kill the marshal last night, and even though they outnumbered him, and Humberto’s plan seemed smart, not being part of that plan was fine with Oso. There could always be a stray bullet. Or, worse, Humberto could have asked him to do something dangerous, like sneak up on Smith while he slept. And that was not something Oso would have wanted to do. Humberto had a knack for making others do the risky work.

			But Oso was taking his job of bringing the woman and boy to Ramona seriously. He had no doubt that Humberto would cut off his ears and feed them to coyotes if he let the prisoners escape. The only question was whether Humberto would do it before killing him or after. He tried not to think about it. He was going to get the job done.

			It was a hot day, even for October, and they had been riding four hours without a break. The night had passed without incident, though he hadn’t managed to get much sleep. Not too much farther ahead was a good waterhole with some shade that would be good for a short siesta.

			After another half hour’s ride, Oso could see the little copse of salt cedar lining the far bank of a small pond. After they drank, he would tie the woman and kid against one of the trees, then relax in the shade close to the bank.

			He would not tie them up so tightly this time. Last night they had complained and whined about the ropes until he had to drink half the bottle of mescal he had stashed in his saddlebag just to fall asleep. The boy had called him names and taunted him with words he mostly didn’t understand, except for “fat.” That one he had heard before. He didn’t care what the words meant; he just hoped the boy would be quiet enough to let him sleep this afternoon. He wanted to save the rest of the mescal for tonight.

			At the waterhole, Oso slid his considerable mass off his horse, a big chestnut gelding with its best years behind it, and let it drink. Then he pulled the Texas lawman’s rifle from its scabbard and walked over to a large clump of watercress just above the pond. Pushing aside the bright-green plants, he drank his fill from the limestone spring feeding the pond. He took his time while Rachel and Lincoln sat astride their horses, with their feet tied to the stirrups.

			Eventually, Oso got up, untied their feet, and crudely helped them dismount. Then he retied their ankles in a loose hobble, leaving enough slack that they could shuffle to the water, but not enough to let them run or mount a horse.

			“Drink,” he said. “There is no more water until we get to Ramona.”

			Rachel and Lincoln knelt at the spring and scooped water into their mouths.

			“Bring my canteen,” Oso said to Lincoln, grabbing his arm and squeezing it hard. Then he patted his pistol. “And don’t get brave.”

			Lincoln shambled over to the drinking horses as Oso dunked his face in the water, trying to soothe the throbbing. He would not drink quite so much of the mescal tonight, if his prisoners would only be a little quieter.

			“This what you want, mister?” Lincoln said.

			Oso raised his head from the water just in time to get whacked under the jaw by the nearly-full canteen.

			The blow knocked Oso facedown and motionless on the muddy bank.

			“You did right,” Rachel said, taking Oso’s pistol from its holster and confirming that he was out. “Your pa would be real proud of you. Now let’s get him tied up before he comes around.”

			A few minutes later, Oso was bound hand and foot to the thickest salt cedar growing by the pond. As long as the sun was high, he would have all the shade he wanted. Lincoln filled their canteens from the spring and hung them from their saddle horns. He also strapped his father’s rifle to his saddle. Then Rachel and Lincoln Smith mounted up and rode off, seeking to avoid Humberto and his gang on their way back to Texas. 
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