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Prologue

Strong Bow raised his hand to his forehead as a shield
from the blinding glare of the sun, his coal-black eyes slowly
wandering over the small Texas homestead along the river at the
base of the ridge. Every now and then the Comanche war chief’s
piercing gaze would linger when he focused on something of
interest and then once again move on, carefully scanning the
cabin and outbuildings for any possible sign of hidden danger.
Momentarily taking his eyes away from the homestead, he
glanced over his shoulder at the small group of young warriors
who made up his war party. The inexperienced youngsters were
squirming around on the backs of their painted ponies like a
gaggle of chattering squaws, heedless of the dangers they faced
and eager to launch the attack at any cost, but Strong Bow knew
the situation called for caution. He had led many such raids
on the Texas settlements, and over the years he had acquired a
healthy respect for his hated enemies.
Returning his eyes to the homestead, Strong Bow saw a
tall settler and a young boy step down from the cabin’s front
porch and head for the corral where several fine looking horses
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stirred up the dust as they milled around. Strong Bow was
considered big for a Comanche, but this Texan appeared to be
much larger. The man’s wife and daughter waved, then turned
away and vanished into the deep shadows of the cabin’s
dogtrot. Clearly the settlers were unaware that death lurked
so near. Raising his red war lance high, Strong Bow slammed
his heels into the ribs of his pony and led the impatient young
warriors in a wild charge down the ridge.
The big Texan jerked his head around when he heard the
howls of the Comanche warriors and the pounding of their
ponies’ unshod hooves rolling down the ridge like the prelude
to a spring thunderstorm. Refusing to panic, he shoved the
youngster in the direction of the cabin and turned to face the war
party alone, hoping to delay them long enough to give the boy
a chance to reach the dubious safety of the cabin. Yanking a big
horse pistol from beneath the tail of his buckskin hunting shirt,
the settler calmly cocked the hammer and leveled the barrel at
the onrushing warriors.
The long-barreled horse pistol appeared to be aimed right
between Strong Bow’s eyes as he bore down on the settler, and
the muzzle looked as wide as one of wife’s cooking pots. The
war chief slipped down behind the cover of his thick bull-hide
shield as the pistol flashed fire, but the ball sailed harmlessly past
him, nearly taking the head off a young warrior who rode close
behind. Infuriated by the unfortunate loss, Strong Bow locked
his arm in the loop of horsehair rope braided into his pony’s
mane and lowered the flint point of his long war lance. Aiming
for the center of the big Texan’s chest, he leaned well into the
thrust, intending to skewer his victim like a buffalo on the annual
spring hunt. Unfortunately for Strong Bow, this Texan was far
from a slow-witted buffalo.
Tossing aside the now useless horse pistol, the big settler
dodged Strong Bow’s killing thrust and wrapped his hands
around the long shaft of the war lance. The Texan then used
his great strength to leverage Strong Bow off the back of his
galloping pony and slam him to the hard packed earth near
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the corral. The breath exploding from the startled Comanche’s
lungs sounded like the rasping whoosh of a ruptured bellows,
but before the settler could follow up on his advantage one of
the trailing warriors loosed an arrow from his powerful short
bow that buried itself deep in the big man’s back. Dropping the
war lance, the Texan staggered a few feet then fell to his knees.
Two more feathered shafts quickly sprouted from his broad back
before he slowly toppled forward on his face and lay still.
Among the Comanches, taking a brave man’s scalp was
considered a great honor, and a young warrior yanked his pony
to a sliding stop, leaping to the ground to claim the prize before
Strong Bow could manage to regain his senses. The remainder
of the young warriors charged off after the boy, one of them
knocking him to the ground with a vicious blow from his war
club before the frightened youngster reached the cabin. Quickly
dismounting, a few of the warriors began to count coup as they
brutally hacked at the boy’s lifeless body with their knives and
hatchets. Others ran for the cabin, but the unfortunate winner
of this race was greeted by the roar of an old muzzle-loading
shotgun as he reached the front door. The deafening blast of
the shotgun from point blank range spewed a heavy load of
buckshot into the young Comanche’s chest, lifting him cleanly
off his feet and flinging him onto his back. One of his screaming
companions leaped over the body and burst through the door,
savagely splitting the woman’s skull with his hatchet. Her
screaming daughter was similarly dispatched and both scalps
quickly taken before the cabin was looted and set ablaze.
Within minutes the small war party was galloping southeast
along the trail that followed the river, driving the stolen horses
before them. Although Strong Bow was pleased with the four
scalps and the weapons and powder that had been taken in the
brief raid, the war chief would have gladly surrendered them and
all the horses as well, for the lives of the two young warriors who
now rode belly-down across the backs of their painted ponies.

Part I

Chapter 1

Sixteen-year-old Caleb McAdams breathed a ragged sigh of
relief when he caught sight of the stubborn longhorn through a
narrow break in the tangled cedar thicket. The huge brindle bull’s
muzzle was lathered like a rabid dog, and its eyes burned red with
hatred. Caleb gently nudged Mae forward, but the big chestnut
filly shied away, snorting her displeasure when the bull began to
paw angrily at the earth. Suddenly, the cantankerous beast lowered
its impressive six-foot spread of horns and burst from the thicket
with all the pent up fury of a runaway freight wagon.
Caleb and Mae had teamed up to work many a wild longhorn
out of the brush and the big filly was ready to face the sudden
charge. Reacting instinctively, she danced out of harm’s way
with all the sure-footed grace and agility of a bobcat, narrowly
avoiding an ugly slash from the razor-sharp tip of a horn. The
lathered bull thundered past her in a swirl of dust, bellowing its
rage as it made a headlong dash towards an even more tangled
cedar thicket further on down near the riverbank. Frustrated,
Caleb ripped the old slouch hat off his head and used his faded
11
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red bandana to mop at the sweat and dust that burned his eyes.
It was only mid-morning, but the sun was already brutally hot,
and now after struggling for the better part of an hour to flog
the nasty longhorn out of the brush with the doubled end of his
lariat, the sixteen year-old was faced with the daunting prospect
of beginning the grueling process all over again.
Caleb had been out beating the brakes along the Colorado
River ever since sunup, looking to round up a few of the
countless longhorns that roamed wild all across the Texas
hill country. Many of the cattle’s descendants had escaped
long ago from early Spanish settlers, and some had even been
recently abandoned by Mexican ranchers in their haste to flee
south of the Rio Grande after the Republic of Texas had gained
its independence. In spite of being left to wander unattended,
the resourceful longhorns had flourished, and the rangy beasts
now belonged to any man who possessed the strength and
determination to dig them out of the cedar and mesquite thickets
they seemed to thrive in. Even though the work was long and
hard, the reward small, and the danger constant, Caleb loved
his new life in Texas, and as he sat catching his breath, his
thoughts drifted back to the circumstances that had brought his
family to the lovely valley of the lower Colorado.
More than five years had passed now since that fateful spring
day of 1835 when Caleb’s father, Hammond, had reluctantly
agreed to sell the family’s prosperous farm in Wilson County,
Tennessee and set out for Texas. However, unlike many of the
other intrepid adventurers who had carved “Gone to Texas” in
the front door of their cabins before lighting out with a pack
of creditors or the law hot on their heels, the McAdams family
had immigrated at the insistence of Caleb’s mother, Clara, in a
desperate attempt to remove her husband and young sons from
the middle of a terrible blood feud.
Like so many other family feuds, this one had begun with an
innocent squabble between Caleb’s Uncle Liam and old Salem,
the patriarch of the Pate family, over the price of a horse. The
sorry affair had quickly escalated when Salem challenged Liam
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to a duel. Although Liam killed Salem fair and square in the
subsequent duel, he had been found lying dead near his cabin
less than a week later, shot in the back. The McAdams clan had
placed the blame for Liam’s murder squarely on the shoulders of
the Pates, and several more members of both families had soon
become victims of the bloody feud, including Salem’s eldest son,
Thomas. However, eight of the old patriarch’s sons and numerous
nephews and cousins had remained alive, and knowing full well
that the Pates would never rest until her husband and young sons
were dead, Clara had insisted on the move to Texas.
Shoving the old slouch hat firmly back on down his head,
Caleb retied the bandana around his neck and reined Mae towards
the thicket where the longhorn had vanished. As he neared the
river, the youngster happened to glance up in the direction of his
family’s cabin. Far to the east, a thin column of smoke curled
high above the distant horizon like the coil of a rattler, staining
the clear blue of the summer sky. Smoke like that could mean
only one thing on the bloody Texas frontier. Caleb cracked Mae
across the rump with his reins and galloped hard for home, but
by the time he jerked the big filly to a sliding, dust swirling stop
and leaped from the saddle, nothing remained of the family
homestead except smoking ruins.
He found his father first. Hammond’s body was lying face
down near the empty corral where Caleb had dismounted.
Three feathered shafts were imbedded deep in his back, and a
small patch of scalp had been ripped away revealing a circular
portion of bloody skull. Steeling himself, Caleb knelt down on
one knee and carefully examined the surrounding sign. From the
bloodstains and scuffle marks it was apparent that Hammond
had not gone down without putting up a fight. That’s why the
Comanches hadn’t mutilated his father’s body, he thought. They
had a healthy respect for courage, even in their enemies.
Rising slowly to his feet, Caleb began to look around, fearful
of what he might encounter next, but determined to go on in spite
of the dread that threatened to freeze his feet in place. He found
the body of his younger brother, Tom, lying midway between the
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corral and the cabin. Unfortunately the Comanches hadn’t shown
the same respect for Tom’s body as they had for Hammond’s. Not
satisfied to simply scalp the twelve year old, the Comanches had
hacked the poor boy’s body to pieces. After dealing with his father,
the sickening scene was simply too much for Caleb to handle.
Turning away, he emptied what little remained in his stomach from
breakfast, but the burning bile continued to rise in his throat, causing
him to wretch long after he had anything left to throw up.
As Caleb slowly regained control of his stomach, his thoughts
turned to the fate of his mother and sister. Where were their bodies?
Perhaps the Comanches had carried them off. Pretty women like
his mother and young girls like his sister were prized as captives.
Young male captives were even more valued as future warriors,
but Tom had probably been considered too old, and too set in
the ways of the white man to adopt into the tribe. After wiping
the mess from his chin with the sleeve of his fringed buckskinhunting shirt, Caleb began a frantic search, but what little hope he
harbored was soon dashed when he discovered the bodies of both
Rachel and his mother in the burned-out remains of the family’s
cabin. Because the bodies had been so terribly burned there was
no way of telling whether they had been tortured before they had
been killed or mutilated afterwards.
Caleb chose a little grove of live oaks by the river for the
gravesite, near a large bed of wildflowers his mother had so
lovingly cultivated. The spot had been his mother’s favorite place,
a sanctuary away from the family when she had felt the need to be
alone, but he knew she wouldn’t mind sharing it now. After burying
his family, Caleb slowly climbed the high ridge that overlooked
the river to think and grieve. The brutal loss of his loved ones tore
at his insides like a festering wound, and for the rest of the day and
throughout the long night that followed, the young man pulled
completely within himself, letting the terrible grief that wracked
his very being take full control of his emotions.
With the coming of dawn, clouds of cottony mist billowed
up from the placid surface of the river, and as Caleb sat alone
in the murky shadows of the morning twilight, he could barely
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make out the charred ruins of his family’s homestead. The few
remaining timbers of the cabin and barn stood stark against the
ghostly whiteness of the mist like the skeletal ribs of an old
buffalo carcass. Gazing down upon the terrible devastation,
the young man’s haunted thoughts gradually began to harden
into an overwhelming thirst for revenge. Finally with a grim
and determined set to his jaw, Caleb rose to his feet, and using
his old red bandana, wiped off the dirt and tears that smeared
his face. It was much too late for tears now anyway. Besides
his father had always disapproved of crying, he thought, and
he would’ve been disappointed in the tears Caleb had already
shed. As the first vivid rays of crimson began to stream over the
eastern horizon, Caleb took a deep breath, and vowing that he
would cry no more, retied the faded bandana around his neck
and headed back down the long ridge.
-----------------------The shimmering, blood-red disc of the morning sun had
climbed well above the horizon by the time Caleb began to
rummage through the burned-out ruins of the family’s cabin.
His father had buried some gold coins under a hearthstone as
a hedge against hard times, and Caleb would need to use some
of the money to purchase extra powder and lead and enough
supplies to last for a week or two. Once he located the correct
stone, he brushed the remaining soot and ashes from its surface
with his hand and drew his knife. After running the blade around
the smoothed edges of the stone, Caleb slipped his fingers into
the cracks he had created and lifted it free. Carefully placing
the heavy hearthstone aside, he removed a leather pouch from
the rock-lined hole and counted the gold coins it contained,
astonished to find well over three thousand dollars.
Caleb knew his father had used most of the money from
the sale of the family’s farm in Tennessee to add to the many
acres the Republic of Texas had presented to him for his service
during the Revolution. He had no idea Hammond had stashed
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this much money away. Some of it must have been left over
from his mother’s dowry. His father had once told him that the
dowry had been quite large. After counting out three hundred
dollars, Caleb slipped the coins into the pocket of his hunting
shirt and poured the remainder of the gold back into the leather
pouch before setting it aside. There would be no need to carry
that much money around with him, and the rest would remain
safe in the hideout hole for now.
Next he removed a heavy package wrapped in oiled skin and
untied the leather cord that secured it. Inside the package were
two .36 caliber Colt Patterson revolvers identical to the one that
rested in the holster tied down to his right thigh, and an extra
cylinder for each pistol. The five shot revolvers, invented in 1835
by Samuel Colt, and named for the city of their manufacture,
Patterson, New Jersey, were unique in appearance with no trigger
guard, and a trigger that was only visible when the hammer was
cocked. Although sometimes prone to misfire if not loaded and
handled properly, the pistols were the finest working revolvers ever
invented, and they could put out a surprising amount of firepower
without the cumbersome need to reload after each shot.
Hammond had purchased three of the Colts from a former
member of the Texas Navy during a business trip to Galveston.
After giving one to Caleb for his fifteenth birthday, he had
stashed the others away, planning to eventually give one to Tom,
and one to his hoped for next son. Better that he should have
kept one for himself, Caleb thought. His father may well have
been alive today if he had.
Caleb picked up one of the Colts and shoved it into his gun
belt, then put the extra cylinder in his pocket. Carefully wrapping
the oiled skin around the other pistol and extra cylinder, he retied
the leather cord and placed the package aside. After returning
the pouch of gold coins to the hideout hole, he replaced the
hearthstone, and once again spread ashes and debris over its
surface to cover up all traces of the stone’s removal. Satisfied that
the hearthstone was properly concealed, the young man picked
up the oilskin package and walked over to the chopping block
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near the well where he sat down on the ground cross-legged and
began to load the extra Colt he had shoved in his gun-belt.
First, Caleb removed the barrel of the Colt and then the
cylinder. Once the cylinder was free, he poured a measured
amount of black powder into each chamber, and using the
loading lever provided with the pistol, firmly seated a lead ball
into each chamber. Next, he coated the face of the cylinder with
a light film of grease to help prevent the possibility of multiple
fires, then flipped it over and carefully seated a brass percussion
cap on each of the cylinder’s five protruding nipples. After
reassembling the Colt, Caleb shoved it back in his gun belt and
loaded the extra cylinder. Now he would have ten shots available
without the need for reloading, and ten more readily at hand by
switching to the extra cylinders.
After scrounging up a partial side of bacon and a little day-old
cornbread that were the only supplies the marauding Comanches
had managed to miss, Caleb stuffed the food and oilskin package
containing the other Colt into his saddlebags and saddled Mae.
Following his usual routine, he gave her a gentle knee in the
stomach before yanking the cinch on the girth strap tight. Mae
was a fine chestnut filly with speed, good size, and more bottom
than any horse he had ever ridden, and even though Caleb trusted
her explicitly, his father had taught him to be cautious. And
caution wasn’t the only thing Hammond had taught his young
son. He had also schooled Caleb well in the skills necessary to
survive on the frontier. At sixteen, the young man was not only an
expert horseman, but also a crack shot with both his Colt and his
.50 caliber Hawken rifle, and a tracker who possessed the gritty
determination of a bloodhound. Now he was about to put those
skills to the ultimate test in the bloody pursuit of revenge.
Before mounting, Caleb flipped his saddlebags across the
saddle behind the cantle and tied them down, then made sure his
Hawken was loaded and the percussion cap was properly seated.
Once satisfied, he slipped the rifle back into the soft leather saddle
scabbard his mother had so lovingly crafted for him on his last
birthday. Shoving his boot into the stirrup, he swung his long leg
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easily over the fancy Spanish saddle that had been a gift from his
father and sat back comfortably against the saddle’s tall cantle.
Caleb took a last look around. “I’ll be back once I’ve taken
care of business,” he muttered to himself. Gently nudging the
filly into a brisk trot, he set out on the trail of the war party.
-----------------------Under the blazing heat of the August sun, Caleb kept to the
high ground, well away from the Colorado the way his father
had taught him, constantly searching for Comanche sign until
he reached a small creek about half-way to Bastrop where he
dismounted to water Mae. Brilliant jewel-like flashes of sunlight
filtered through the leaves of a tall live oak that hung out over
the creek bank, dancing across the surface of the shallow water
as it rippled over the rocks of the shady ford. After the filly
was satisfied, he backed her off and knelt by the clear running
creek himself, careful to keep his head up and his eyes on his
surroundings as he slowly brought the refreshing liquid to his
lips by cupping his left hand until he had finally quenched his
thirst. Untying his red bandana, he sloshed it around in the cool
water and mopped off the sweat that freely ran down his face
and neck. Caleb felt refreshed when he finally rose to his feet
and retied the bandana.
“It’s awful hot, ain’t it girl,” he said as he ran his hand down
the filly’s flank and patted her gently on the rump before swinging
back up on the saddle. Sitting quietly, Caleb used his keen senses
to probe the immediate area for danger before finally nudging
Mae down into the shallow ford and up the far bank.
Although he took his time, following the war party’s trail with
caution, Caleb still managed to reach the outskirts of Bastrop
by early afternoon. Circling the area, he carefully examined
the Comanches’ tracks. Once he determined the war party had
bypassed the settlement and continued southeast, Caleb knew
Bastrop was no longer in any immediate danger. Perhaps now
would be the best time to pick up the supplies he needed with
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a quick stop-over at Mueller’s General Store. Gently banging
his heels into Mae’s ribs, he urged the big filly into a long lope.
Caleb reined down Main Street when he reached the river and
trotted Mae past several unpainted clapboard and log business
establishments before pulling up at Mueller’s. He dismounted
and casually flipped Mae’s loose reins over the hitching rail
that stood out front of the general store. Mueller and a small
crowd of people, most of whom Caleb recognized as friends and
neighbors, were immersed in deep conversation on the general
store’s front porch.
Mueller turned as Caleb removed his old slouch hat and
began to climb the front steps. The merchant was short in stature
with a little potbelly and a patch of wispy gray hair thinning to
the point of baldness. He was dressed in a fancy calico shirt and
heavy cotton trousers tucked into tall black boots and his long
white apron was stained with splotches of blood from recent
butchering. Although he was a well-known busybody, Mueller
always had a big smile and a helping hand for a friend. Just ask
any of the dirt-poor farmers the merchant carried on the store’s
books from year to year.
Sensing from Caleb’s scowl that something was amiss,
Mueller eyed the young man before asking, “Have you heard
about the big Comanche raid, Caleb? We hear tell there’re nearly
a thousand of ’em headin’ for the coast.”
“A bunch hit our ranch yesterday,” Caleb growled, startling
the little merchant with the ferocity of his delivery. “Everybody’s
dead, even Rachel and Tom.”
“My God, son, that’s terrible news.” Mueller reached up and
put a sympathetic hand on Caleb’s shoulder. The people standing
on the porch also took turns commiserating with Caleb’s grief,
even though it was apparent the young man wasn’t seeking their
sympathy. As far as they were concerned, Hammond had been a
solid addition to the community and he would be sorely missed.
“What in the world happened, son?” Mueller asked, after the
others had finished with their condolences and stepped back.
People are always so awkward in this kind of situation, Mueller

20

Saga of a Texas Ranger

thought. Sorry that a friend’s loved ones had died, but damn glad
at the same time that it wasn’t someone from their own family.
Caleb refused to let the tears flow. “I was out chasin’
longhorns when I saw the smoke. By the time I got back to the
cabin it was too late. I followed the war party’s trail this way,
but they bypassed town and headed on downriver. There were
fifteen or twenty of ’em.”
Mueller nodded. “They must’ve been a small bunch that
broke off from the others. Most of the Comanches come
through the frontier north of San Antone and headed for
Victoria and the coast.”
“You’re most likely right,” Caleb agreed, after he had taken
a moment to consider the situation. “I best cross here on the ferry
and strike out for Victoria.” There was still plenty of daylight
left, and he could be well on his way to Victoria by nightfall.
“Why would you do such a foolish thing?” Mueller asked.
He was flabbergasted by the youth’s bravado. “I done told you
there was near a thousand of ’em.”
Young or not, Mueller had to admit the tall, redheaded youth
did look formidable, with one of the new Colt revolvers tied
down to his right hip and one shoved in his gun belt. Not to
mention the flat, snake-like gaze that had begun to hood Caleb’s
slate-gray eyes when he spoke of the Comanches, but one against
so many was downright foolish.
“I don’t aim to go up against the Comanches alone, Mr.
Mueller.” Caleb’s patience was beginning to wear thin. “Right
now I expect men are gatherin’ all over this part of Texas. I aim
to join up with ’em.”
“Well, I guess that makes sense,” Mueller agreed, but he was
still certain young McAdams was heading for trouble. “You ain’t
had all that much experience fightin’ Comanches, have you?”
“I don’t give a hoot about experience!” Caleb snapped,
beginning to grow angry at Mueller’s well-intentioned attempts to
dissuade him from his chosen path of revenge. “Just get me some
powder and lead and a little grub, and I’ll be on my way.” All he
really wanted right now was to be left alone with his grief.
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Without another word, Mueller turned and hurried into the store.
“This damn raid is most likely revenge for the Comanche
chiefs and them others the Rangers gunned down at the treaty
conference back in March,” said Mike Waylen, a stocky little
rancher who ran a small spread just north of Bastrop. “Colonel
Karnes and his bunch started all the shootin’ from what I heard.
’Course I guess you can’t blame ’em much, considerin’ the
terrible condition of that poor little girl the Comanches brought
in with ’em.”
Waylen may be right, thought Caleb. Under the guidance
of the Republic’s President, Mirabeau Lamar, Texas Ranger
Colonel Henry Karnes had agreed to hold a meeting with the
Comanches at the Council House in San Antonio on the condition
that they returned all their white captives, including the whites
who had been ceremonially adopted into the tribe. However, the
only captive the Comanches brought to town was young Matilda
Lockhart, and considering the poor girl’s condition, they would
have been far better off leaving her behind. She had been covered
with bruises and scars from constant beatings, and the vengeful
Comanche squaws had burned off the tip of the poor girl’s nose.
The sight of the horribly mutilated girl, and the fact that she was
the only captive returned, had infuriated the Rangers, and before
calm was restored, fighting erupted in and around the Council
House. By the time the gun smoke had cleared, seven Texans
and more than thirty Comanches were dead, including several
women and children.
“You may well be right, Mr. Waylen,” Caleb replied, “but
the Comanches had no right to single out my family for revenge.
As far as I’m concerned the Rangers should’ve killed ’em all.
But since they didn’t, I aim to kill my share now.”
Just then Mueller hurried out the door with the powder and
lead and a small sack of supplies. He handed them to Caleb.
“Just some beans and bacon with a little jerky, but it’ll do you
for a few days. I’ll put it on your bill. Be careful, son.”
Caleb jammed his old slouch hat on his head and stomped
back down the steps to the hitching rail. After stuffing the supplies
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in his saddlebag, he grabbed Mae’s loose rein, swung back up
on the saddle, and looked over at Mr. Mueller and the others
gawking over the porch railing. “The way I’m feelin’ right now
somebody had best warn the Comanches to be careful!” Reining
Mae around, the young redhead trotted off towards the ferry.
The lad may well be right, Mueller thought, as he turned
back to the crowd of potential customers who remained standing
on the front porch of his general store. I sure as hell wouldn’t
want to tangle with him right now, youngster or not.
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