Chapter 1
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Witk Brchanan camped on 3 small ledge overlooking
the main mad inte Swmsdard, Fexas, Buchanan bad rane-
brond the site Trom his childhood explorations aml was sur-
prized #t heow Hrtde bis privae spot had changed W the yeans
fie had been pone. Bushes alonys the adpe of the srowd] biuff
Dl groey e trees, providing even besler protection 1iom
the rond. The shallow cove teading meo the il was the same
a% it had ever been. Ashes fronn his campfires of vanrs hefore
had remained wneistarbed, ndissting that tobady else had
vet found the plece. What had been a perfert play spot for
Rim. s a child was now perfect cover for bis new job, dne he
wolihd just as soen lave passed ap,

The road and Sandy Creck-—now st & wrickle of water
hecnuse of the dronght--strcrched our hetare Bim in che
moonlight Bke two intersecting silver ribhons. He had
staked his hovse ot the rear of the fedge. His gaddle,
Winchester rite, and othar supplies were stacked neatly
bt within easy reach ingide the mouth of the shallow
CHvE.

The wstrections foom hesdyuanters were eryplic, Appar-
crdy, his old friend, Shestf! Viece Paten, had wired the
Rangers for help but had provided no detsits. This was 2
buesy e forthe Texas Rangers. Because of the many border
gnd cutlaw problems, oy one man could be apured 10 ook
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ini the roposed toubles Tn one OF the many small oens
seatteted thronghout the state. Buchanan was that mun be-
tatse e Bad been boen and rabed i Standard. The reason-
ing was thar he conld botter ipvessigate the trovhles in the
e bocanss of s familianty with # and the wwwaspedpic.
I readity, Buchanan had no itiea what w0 expicd, e had lofi
s vears Bofore with no phans of ever reurnimy. He had not
even come beck fur his Swxhers foneral. Huchanan would
Bave preferred w0 avoid thiy bomecoming as weil, but could
a0t disregerd his graers,

The aufums wedtBer was off! hot, but the mias samld
come soon. Wihen they did, the creck sould change inte
dangerous whirtpools and guicksand. For now, Buchanan
wax comtorable enough; even i a heavy rotn B, he was
high envugh to escape the certain Hash Hood that would -
st

The Ranper poured s cup of coffee and Sopped ot to the
ledee. He sat on fhe ground, pushed the sweat-siaimed Stet-
son back on his head, revealing Jark hair, Buchanan was 3
large man, yeu meved gracefully. His somber brown eyes
looked into the moonbt might. Buchanan guessed 3 would
net rain again for at least soveeal more swegks. it had been
dry in most of Texas that sumrser, He wondered 1f the deep
wells on the oid home place st Aowed as they had when be
was a child, .

As he drank the eoffce, the Rangsr thought about his
hemecoming. Mavbe it would ke boirer than he had wnag-
ined. The last letter be had received from home several vears
before bad wid of his fathers death and butial beside Bu-
chenar’s mother g the small fomily cometery, Thag fnal
fight with has father hetors he left would no longer be rele-
veit, and perhap Forgotten by nis brothers, 35 well, Thoy
had enderstood better than kis father why he bad to pot Stan-
ard behingd him. B might be pood 1o see his Drothers agam.
£ owendd be sumngs ol 0 seo his farher teving o rule the
pack as before,

And there was obd Sherilf Panten. In some ways, Paten
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had been a3 mech like a father (o Buchanan as his own
father had boen. Buchanug remembered the mamy days
ang ovenmgs he had gpent with Patten, learning how
be a lawman. From the Ume he was ten yvears otd, Biily
Bilcharan could be found wirking with the sheriff, At first
it was cleaning out the cells, filing wanted posters, dusting
the gan racks. By the time b was thirtgen, however, Billy
had fonmd his talents with a Colt vevolver, and was pro-
moted 16 8 full-gme deputy when be was sikieen, Patten
had always warned Hochanazs thet ¥ he could controd bis
eniper amd settle dows with & good woman. he would be
ane fine Lewman. The irony was that Pauen had been mar-
ried omly briefly, im hig twenties, when his wite disd in
childbicth, Billy was the ¢losest the old sheriff had over
had 10 having a son.

Bochanan's hotse was restless, It pawsed the ground
ang moved its head jerkily, even though no gnats or files
weta i tha dry might air. Bachanan pave i some gram
and ribbed the strong, smioth neck. Satisfied thae his
horse was safe, Buchanan unrolied his blanket and
stretched oot fow the night, The moonlight puddled at the
fooi of the cave, near his face. He lstened 1o the night
birds, waiting Tor somethung out of place, His thoushis
kept retuming o what he might Bad when he rode into
wown the following moming. He realized he was, in fact,
feoking forward 0 agaln secing Patten, his older broth-
cr, Cal, and to a lesser exvent his younger brother, Ar-
thar, He wonderad i he wonld zes Buey, amd what he
woull say w her, Everr after af] this time, he often found
himself thinking of her.

Buchanans thoughts were interrapted by a trembling e
the gronnd cauzed by galloping hovses in the distance. It was
apparesttly a farge group. which could mean nothing or it
could mezn trouble. Instantly, the Ranger was on his feer
He Kicked dinl on the rempimng etubars of his fire, puiled
the rifte from it scabbard, then seannes) the horizon, trying
to focate the horses. Mimtes iater Buchansn heaed the sounds
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of hooves against hard ground and spoited the cloud of
dust in the disfance, siiver in the moentight, coming from
Statidard. He crouched on the ledge, his nfle across his
knees, hidden by the bushes, and waiched the horses ap-
prrach.

The group consiged of maybs ten to Bficen rders, Now
e conld hear thelr whooping and hollering across the dry
night wir. The ridess would pass cehe below the edpe where
he was wasting. They seemed like ghosts i the dust and
meonhight untll ey got clase snoagh for Bachanan to make
ot & few faoes, which were real enoeph, One had o seragshy
beard. Another had Jong greasy hair, A third had a laree
broken nose. Duetails were unclear it the pight. bof Bechanan
knew b conld pick out these taon again in any orowd. B was
just one of (e tools be bed picked up over the yoars, The
foen wese apparcltly in g festive cwed, bast why?

Buchanan fmally reatized the reason for ihe pary. The
lomg-haired rider held & rooe, dimggimg o man belund b,
The others were cheering im on.

The riders splashed through the shallow creek. The lanp
Body tdipped and rofied, i arms end legs as soft as g mg
dod. Bucharan knew that the wan, whoever he was, bad
been dead for a long time, but the riders were still having
feir fun. As they come nearer. Buchanan saw the dead men's
dangling tegs and bix moeddy, boody bead bouncing along
the ground.

Drragging was a rough way 1o diz. It sngered ‘William
Buchanan w0 Se@ & mar treated this way, bur he also knew
Betler than to jowmp blndly into any sitogtion. His tomper
i the past had potten him oo scrapes he should have
avoided. So he swailowed his anger and forced himsel¥ to
remain calm. The tders had come from Standard, s they
were perhiups part of the woubles that old Vince Patten
hud menticred. 1 so, Buechanan wotld meet up with these
Frieh again.

The riders pamsed urr closedy that the Ranger coudd have
easily picked them off with his revolver, Instepd he remained
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moiienless as they made cirele affer circle, laughing and hod-
lering, unawars of s pressnee. The dust rose in clouds,
hitling the moon and the men. The nder wizh the mops loos-
entd hig grp and left the dead sman af the side of the road in
2 seall guily, The group cheorad one final tme and then
raced back for Standand in a ful gattop,

The dust slowiy cleared, sBowing the moon to bt the
scetie, The night formed 2 black background for the blacker
images of the bushas sad puiby, Braohsnan carefully made ks
way down the ineline (o e body,

The mun was covered i BMood, B faee was little mime
than pilp. Buchanan went through the dewd man's pockets
and tound nothing. IF Buchanan had ower koown him, he
etk pot know him nows I he was good or bad, or why he
had been killed. 85l nobody deserved 10 die he iy, and
especially not be Jeft to rof.

The Banger strpightonsd oot the body, BEwas as llmp as 2
bag of dirly chehes: every bope had beon broken. Buchanan
hated to sacrifice his blashet, but o was sl he bad 10 wiap
the body m. He prepared the body ey best he could for its
Tk 1o iwn For 4 proper bural,

ARer the work was completed, Bochanan coulin't sleen.
Eé resumed his place at the enteance of the cave with hig
cold coffee and gave some more thougkt o his strategy.
He was willing 1o bor that the dead man and his Killers
hadl something w do witl the troubleys in town. 11 that was
the vase, then e bodys retumn meght cven help him in
his owen mvesgation, If mighi cause some conCotn among
those responsbds, or & least iratate them enough to make
some mistakes.

Arthis point o owas ol speculaion. He had no ez sbowy
what he nught be gerring into, and winil be was more sure of
biis grownd, he decided o keeg his identity s 4 Texas Ranger
t0 bimeaif. The first thing he woukld have to do was ask some
tuestrons, ey fo dettming exactly what probluss were fae-
ing Shersft Pasten andd the cithens of Standard. People wonla
Be mpre hikely 0 tatk o Bie as Billy Buchanan, Clanoy
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Bushonans boy who had <orpe home, than as Wiiliam Bu-
chanan, Texas Ruanger,

One thing was 0 Sure.

T wouid e one Rell of 2 omecomisng,




