                                        Chapter Six
     At breakfast the next morning, after Maria had been discussed as many ways as Andy could think of, he happened to remember the strange looking creature that he had encountered the day before. With all the happenings he had forgotten to mention it to Mr. Bass. 

     He described the creature with the armor plating, short stubby legs and pointed nose and how he was not afraid of humans at all; describing how he was getting ready to shoot about the time it passed him by going on about it’s business.

     Mr. Bass had a good laugh while Andy was telling the story. “What are you laughing about, Mr. Bass? It sure wasn’t funny when that crazy thing was coming at me.”

     “Yeah, I know Andy; I can remember when I saw my first one also. I was fishing down on that very creek. We had just come to this country from Tennessee. I had caught a good sized catfish when here comes this creature you were just describing. It was coming right at me also. I jumped right in the middle of the creek and worse of all I had gotten the fish off the hook and I turned it loose when I hit the water. I really felt stupid when I learned in town that darn thing is called an armadillo, completely harmless. Some folks call it a hard shell ‘possum. It will not bother you or bite you. But it is a right nosey creature and scary looking, for a fact. If you had of shot it, it would not have been the first time. But they won’t hurt anything. There are a bunch of them around here.”
     A few weeks later they discussed the possibility of getting another herd of cattle together, buying a few head here and there until they had sixty or so head, and take them over to Alexandria again. They figured the townspeople over there were about ready for another shipment.

     Mr. Bass said “I don’t think I will be up to another trip over to Alexandria driving a herd of cattle. We can ask Maria’s brother, Jose, if he would go in my place”. It is hard enough with three people and with only two driving a herd it would be next to impossible and Mr. Bass certainly understood that. 

     Andy was not too happy to be talking about leaving town even for a few days but Zachary explained that if they were to be successful at this ranch with a depleted herd that some innovative methods had to be used to remain solvent. They needed to add to their herd to promote a healthy growth for their new business. The addition of more cattle meant investment capital had to be raised somehow. Selling another herd over in Alexandria might be part of the answer. 
      They decided that they would start looking for cattle to buy and if a herd could be put together they indeed would hire Jose if he was available. Andy volunteered to find out if Jose would help them out.

     Zachary and Mr. Bass would start riding over to neighboring ranches to see how many head of cattle would be available for sale. Provided enough could be found, they would start buying.

     After several days of searching and investigating they found about sixty head they could buy. Others had some young steers coming on but they were not quite ready. Matter of fact, after Mr. Bass and Zachary had a chance to discuss their finding; they decided that within the next couple of months another fifty or so would be available. So they were planning maybe a third trip if everything went well.

     After about of week of traveling around the countryside looking at cattle, they had determined the source and price of the next herd. The better looking and fatter the cattle the more they had to pay. They paid from four dollars to six dollars a head for the herd, by Zachary’s count they had $296.00 invested in them.
      Jose had readily agreed to help with the trail drive. He did not cook at the family cafe. His job was washing dishes. He was ready to get out and ride and rope and be a cowboy, something he had been thinking on for a long time. His family was not ranchers but he hoped one day to have a ranch of his own. 
     Both Andy and Zachary hoped he would cook out on the trail, not knowing how much Jose hated that particular job. Neither one of them enjoyed cooking worth a darn. Mr. Bass did the cooking on the last trail drive and he was good at it. The only thing Jose did agree to was taking his turn, every third meal which was the best they could get him to commit to.
     They spent several days rounding up the herd and holding them in the Rocking B pastures until they were ready to drive the herd over into Louisiana. The three young men were busy buying supplies, ropes and a couple more Henry repeating rifles, trading in the older rifle of Andy’s for him a new one, and one for Jose and one for Mr. Bass.
     If someone attacked Mr. Bass while they were gone they wanted him to be able to protect himself. He had a rifle but it was older than the one Andy had been using. Mr. Bass had been using a musket but it was not rifled reducing the effective range to about 300 feet. They just felt a lot better with him having a rifle with rapid fire capabilities and a much better range.

     Finally they had all of their supplies and equipment ready to travel. Andy had gone to town to tell Maria about the trip. However, she had been questioning Jose every night as to what was happening over on the Rocking B so she knew as much as Jose did about the all things taking place on the ranch.
     Andy got his first kiss from Maria that day and it was all he could do to break away from her and leave town. He had no idea that a kiss on the lips could fire the emotions of the entire body. Nor did he know that holding a girl close was so enjoyable. She was soft, warm and smelled so good. Suddenly taking a herd of cows over to Louisiana was one of the last things he wanted to do. However, he could not let Zachary down either so as bad as leaving made him feel he headed back to the ranch.

     Zachary and Jose had the cattle rounded up and were at the gate when Andy made it back. Jose was excited about the forthcoming journey and his joy overshadowed Andy’s woe. 
     Zachary started out riding drag so Andy and Jose had the flanks. They asked Zachary to alternate the positions but he felt more comfortable riding drag, which was ok with them since that job was the hardest and dustiest of all the jobs on a cattle drive.
     They reached the Sabine River with no problems. The cattle were used to the herdsmen and being pushed along slowly. The cowboys allowed the cattle time for grazing on the lush grass in the area of the river valley.

     Just after they had crossed the Sabine, while the herd was scattered out, three riders came out of the brush firing at them, sending the herd into a stampede. They were shooting wildly at the boys or maybe just shooting to scare the cattle.

      One of the things that the boys had not learned to do very well was ride and shoot effectively.  So they were riding and they were shooting and trying very hard not to hit any of the cattle. Mainly they were just adding more to the confusion and noise of the moment. Hopefully, the crooks were not aware of that fact.
     Zachary stopped by a tree and used a limb to take aim on and his shot hit one of the riders in the shoulder area. Zachary saw him lurch forward in the saddle trying to hang on to the saddle horn. This rider turned his horse and headed back toward the brush they had come from. When the others saw he was hit they turned and were riding off as though he was the leader of the group.
     As quickly as it had started it seemed to be over. Andy and Jose rode up to Zachary. Andy asked, “Shall we go after them, Zach?”

     Zachary replied, “No, I think we would be ambushed if we tried. We had better start rounding up our herd if we want to have any cattle to take to Alexandria. Lets build a make shift holding pen here in this heavy brush area. We can intertwine some of these limbs and vines and keep the cattle here short term.”

     Most of the cattle did not run very far after the shooting and shouting stopped. They were extremely jumpy when the boys started trying to herd them back to the corral area. 

     It took the boys all of that day to round up what they could of the small herd. The official count by all three of them as they were leaving the Rocking B was fifty nine head. They had rounded up forty-two of the herd by the end of the day. 
     Zachary told Jose and Andy that tomorrow morning that he would help them get the herd moving then head out into the swamp looking for more of the cattle. The seventeen missing steers were almost a third of the herd and they could ill afford to lose them.

     Zachary had not gone very far at all the next morning when he came across five of the herd in a patch of lush grass. They had settled down a lot from the stampede yesterday and moved on easily with a gentle “Yo” and a slap on the thigh of Zachary.

     When Zachary got back to the main herd with his five, Andy reported that two steers had been out in front of them and joined the herd on their own. So the herd was back to forty-nine head.
     They made Alexandria without further incident and found the Banker they had dealt with before. The banker wanted to bargain but Zachary told him of the troubles they had coming over and the losses that they had already incurred, so the banker was more receptive to the boy’s case. He knew that he would want them to come again in a few months if at all possible.

     Matter of fact, when Zachary said he wanted twelve dollars a head for the herd, other than making a face, the Banker readily agreed. The banker only came up with forty-eight head and after a recount by the boys, that is all they came up with also. Total payment for the herd was $576.00.

     They split the cash up amongst them for the ride home, just in case the riders showed up again. Jose thought he had seen the one who Zachary shot before. He was pretty sure he had been hanging around the cafe trying to get Maria to go out with him. He was not a bad looking hombre but Jose could tell that he had a very mean streak about him and had never liked him. He had told Maria this and she had commented that she got cold chills when he was around her.
     They spent three days resting and went back to the old construction crew they worked with and paid them a visit. The last night, after a good meal and a good nights rest in the Hotel they had helped build last winter they were up for an early start back to the Rocking B. 

     Well, Andy had some plans to head on over to the Garcia Cafe pretty quick after getting back to Nacogdoches, so any visit to the Rocking B would be short indeed. He wanted to see Mr. Bass also but certainly not anything like the way he wanted to see Maria. He was ready to feel her lips on his again and her warm and soft body against him. Kissing and hugging was something he took an immediate liking to and he was really looking forward to his reunion with Maria.

     Andy was singing good and loud heading into the area of the Sabine River where the attack had taken place. Zachary looked over at him and placed his finger to his lips in a hushing fashion. 

     Andy immediately hushed his singing and spread out from the other two riders. Zachary motioned for Jose to move over to the left. All three of their rifles came up closer to a firing position, resting on each left forearm and the riders were ready to dismount this time should riders come out from the swampy area. 

     Zachary stopped. Back in Alabama when he was hunting and the forest became quiet, something was moving and disturbing the animals taking their attention away from them being what they were, happy birds and animals. They hushed because they were frightened by something or someone. Zachary could sense right now there was something moving in the area to his right, for sure. He could not rule out the other directions but he braced for an attack from his right, dismounting and getting behind a big tree.

     Andy stopped but stayed on his horse watching Zach. Jose dismounted and copied Zachary in getting behind a tree.

     Andy, noticing that Jose was dismounting started to dismount just as a gun discharged, the bullet catching Andy in the right shoulder area. It was easier for him to get back into the saddle rather than complete getting off his horse. Turning his horse in the direction of the gunfire, he spurred his horse in that direction, firing as he rode. All he could see to shoot at was the smoke emitted from behind some brush about fifty yards away and he was firing away in that direction. 

     Since the bush whackers had a clear view of Andy, two more bullets hit him as he was riding toward them, the second one knocking him out of the saddle and the horse drug him a short distance before it could get stopped.

     Zachary and Jose stepped out from behind the tree and commenced firing as rapidly as their Henry Repeating Rifles would fire. Zachary did not feel the bullet hit him because he was so mad at Andy being hit. Suddenly he felt faint and did not remember hitting the ground.

     Shortly after, Jose was all out of bullets and while trying to reload was shot once through the head, falling on his rifle, dead before he hit the ground, yet several other bullets found their mark as he fell.
     Three men came up through the brushes, kicking each boy to see if they were indeed dead. The kicks produced no movement from either of them so they proceeded to rob them of the cash they had received on the cattle sale. They also took Andy’s and Zachary’s Henry Repeating rifles. Jose’s rifle, which was under the boys body, had so much blood on it they did not want it.
     The horses were known to all the people of Nacogdoches so the robbers did not want to take them for fear of identification. They had seen Andy several times and had known Jose and his horse a long time. So they left the horses in the swamp.

     Zachary managed to get one eye opened as the three men were robbing Andy. Andy was the last one they robbed. He looked the robbers over as well as he could from that distance. 

     One of the men was the one he had shot a couple of days ago. He had one arm in a make shift sling. The one Jose said had tried to court Maria earlier, and he was an evil looking guy. One guy was heavy and had a salt and pepper beard that was very wiry and especially ugly and unkept. He could remember these two. The other guy was too far away from him and he was behind some brush so he had trouble making him out. He was very tall and he had on a big shiny belt buckle with some stones in it. Then Zachary blacked out again.
PAGE  
85

