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Flesh and Blood

By: Benjamin Winters


The sun was setting on the West and God had left His grave. On the rapidly cooling Easter evening of April 21 st, 1889, Daniel Carol lay in a ditch near his father, Robert. The naturally formed ditch once linked back to the Canadian River, the southern boundary of the newly opening Oklahoma Country, but was now a mostly dry channel keeping the Carols out of sight. Robert had expected to cross the Canadian before nightfall, but the trees were sparse, and U.S. Troops were patrolling for any early entry of the Unassigned Lands. Robert didn’t like the idea of crossing the river in the dark, especially after the recent rains had caused the river to rise and flood in some stretches, and he liked even less having Daniel with him. Robert had three sons: two of them were capable, and Daniel was the third. Robert didn’t understand why Daniel was so different from his brothers or why he stirred Robert’s temper so easily, but it made Robert uncomfortable and, therefore, made Daniel a burden to be around. A night-crossing of an angry river wasn’t a good idea, but waiting until noon tomorrow to cross with the caravan was unacceptable. Robert was determined to get to the North Canadian River just before noon tomorrow, come Hell or high water.
Daniel was surprised when his father directed him to walk with him. Daniel did not particularly enjoy his father’s company, and his father made it no secret that the feeling was mutual. The previous evening, Daniel’s father made a show of taking Daniel with him through the Caravan camp, rifles in hand, telling people they were going to work on Daniel’s aim by shooting what they could scare up. This embarrassed Daniel greatly, but he didn’t dare contradict his father in front of the others. They made their way out past the white sails of the wagons and through the horses, who were busy grazing on any grass they could reach while tied up, and kept going until Daniel could no longer hear individual shouts or calls but just a low constant thrum of a thousand voices whispering in the prairie winds.
Between the gusts of wind, Daniel blurted, “My aim is fine, I don’t need to practice.”
Robert stopped, barely raised the barrel of his repeater above his knee, and fired a round into the dirt. Daniel began to open his mouth to ask what his father was doing before Robert looked him in the eye and cut him off.
“We ain’t out here for practice. We’re out here to make a racket until sunset, so our neighbors don’t question why we left the camp. We will start walking north into the Unassigned Lands once it gets dark enough,” Robert said.
“But nobody is supposed to go in there until Monday; we’ll get stopped by the army!” Daniel said.
“No,” Robert said, shaking his head with something approximating a sneer towards the ground between them. “We’re gonna be quiet and move in the dark so that the troops don’t spot us. I guarantee there are already dozens, if not hundreds, of folks who have passed the barrier. If we don’t go in early, we won’t get a scrap of land, and this entire venture will be worthless.”
“You and I don’t have any food or water or horses to make that long of a journey,” Daniel said.
“I’ve already considered that!” Robert felt his irritation boil over into indignation with Daniel. The boy wasn’t wrong for asking about the supplies or the plan; indeed, it demonstrated some basic intelligence. Robert couldn’t place his finger on why, but he felt that someone as uninvolved and inept as Daniel usually was shouldn’t demand answers and should instead just do as he’s told. Just follow orders, like a soldier, even when it doesn’t make sense, even if hurts, like Robert did when he was around Daniel’s age. Robert cleared his mind, racked another round in the chamber, and fired off a second shot, continuing, “Billy dropped off our supplies outside of camp this morning when he took his horse out for water. You and I won’t be taking none of the horses. We will have to walk the whole way, which is why we are leaving tonight. Your mother and brothers will follow up with the rest of the caravan on Monday.”
“Why me? Why not Billy or Sammy? Billy is old enough to make a claim for land, too, and Sammy can’t stand waiting on all the slow wagons,” Daniel said.
“Sammy can fix the wagon should anything break, and Billy can keep the horses calm crossing the river, and your mother talks too much, so people would notice if she is gone. But you just sit with your nose in a book all day, ain’t nobody gonna notice your absence. Once we get to our destination, you are going to do what you do best: sit. And hopefully, by sitting on our land, you will deter any late arrivals from stealing it, while I make our claim with the Land Office. If I could make it work any other way and leave you with your mother, I would,” Robert said.
Daniel gritted his teeth and stared straight into his father’s eyes. He was no stranger to his father’s cruel remarks, but he had fooled himself into thinking that his father might have chosen him for a good reason and felt shamefully stupid for that. He could feel moisture building on the edges of his eyes, and before he could shame himself further, he turned, raised his rifle, and fired at the shrinking sun.
Twilight turned to dusk with Daniel and Robert standing apart in a silence only occasionally interrupted by gunfire. Robert eventually turned north and began walking. Daniel followed after his father, the time in silence failing to cool his anger or lessen his humiliation. Thinking about his father’s remarks made his blood boil, but he couldn’t put his mind to any other task. As soon as he forced his thoughts on to some other topic, his mind would wind back to the conversation and make him fume.
Daniel didn’t sit reading all the time. He worked just as much as his older brothers, he just got the mindless tasks and they got the interesting ones. Billy loved the horses, so he didn’t mind working with them and trimming their hooves or brushing them. Sammy liked to whittle and especially liked to do so away from the house so that no one would remember to give him extra work. Sammy had to learn how to keep blades sharp, and the tools well oiled, and the wood shavings he made only happened to be useful for fire. Daniel did his chores, but in his little free time, he liked to read. Sometimes, he would read a little between chores, and sometimes, while carrying a sack of grain on his shoulder or hauling a bucket of water to the house, he would use his free hand to hold up a book to read while he worked. Unlike his brothers’ hobbies, reading didn’t provide any secondary benefits to the household. It also didn’t help that his father always appeared when Daniel was reading and assumed Daniel never set his books down. His brothers knew him and his work better, but they weren’t in the business of correcting their father. That was a theme all of Daniel’s childhood: his brothers looking the other way when their father found cause to express his displeasure.
As the night grew deeper, the wind became sharp with cold, cutting through Daniel’s clothes and turning his evening’s sweat into bitter patches of chill. The cold cooled Daniel’s temper as effectively as it cooled his body. If Daniel was honest with himself, he did deserve his father’s wrath at times. He knew he could be difficult to work with. His father would ask him to do a chore, and instead of jumping to the task, he would try to hand it off to one of his brothers. Even his mother was moved to whip him with whatever was available in the house when he forgot a chore or complained about working. If he could make his mother, the nicest person he knew, that angry, then surely something must be wrong with him. He must have earned the rod at least some of the time. As Daniel walked, he felt guilty, guilty for being the wrong kind of person, guilty for being a bad son. Maybe with this new land, he could be a new person, a beloved son, maybe even a son his father liked.
Robert made it to the supplies and was glad that Mary had packed everything so efficiently. It made it easier for Billy to sneak out on his horse, but she also anticipated what they would need first and organized the items within to be accessible. Robert untied the leather cords that held the jackets around the buffalo hide blanket. Robert handed Daniel his coat first and then put his own on. Water canteens that were insulated and held down by the coats were now uncovered and ready for use. Robert handed one to Daniel, who eagerly drank from his, and slung the other over his shoulder. The last item sitting on the buffalo hide was some bacon wrapped in cheesecloth. Robert split the bacon and then picked up the buffalo skin bundle, which contained the rest of the tools they would need.
Robert walked northwest, keeping an ear out for the sound of the Canadian River ahead. They would follow the river northeast for nearly twenty miles, then cut straight north for another ten past the river. Nearly thirty miles of wilderness, on foot, mainly in the dark, and with only forty hours until everyone with a horse comes chasing after. “God Almighty,” Robert thought, “we should have left yesterday.”
The duo, with a little bacon in them and wrapped in warm coats, moved with a new vigor. Robert was initially absorbed in the work of collecting the supplies, checking for any onlookers or patrols, and finding safe footing in the dark. Tasks he hadn’t done since the war but that came back to him as easy as riding a horse. There was comfort in focusing on the work, but as time progressed, he found his mind returning to the conversation earlier this evening. He knew he was too harsh with Daniel, or he was likely just too harsh in general. But then again, maybe he wasn’t stern enough. Perhaps he had never been stern enough, and now Daniel was ruined goods because of it. Robert didn’t remember raising Daniel any differently than Billy or Sammy, and those boys were far from perfect, but Robert understood them and knew how to get his message across to them. With Daniel, it was different.
The boy just didn’t share the same values or appreciate the right things. Robert remembered smiling when he saw Daniel first reading, especially after he and Mary had to tie Sammy to a chair and force him to learn his letters. His pride in Daniel’s easy reading gave way to frustration from all the things Daniel couldn’t or wouldn’t do. He was an embarrassment with a lariat, a liability with an axe, and messy with a shovel. Robert recalled teaching Billy different kinds of knots and how they should be used, and he remembered how Billy shared what he learned with Sammy. He also remembered how much Sammy loved listening to him explain the proper way to skin a deer and even asked to do it the next time they brought one down. Robert could not recall Daniel ever being that attentive or enthusiastic about a lesson . . . though, as he plodded through the moonlight, it began to trouble Robert that he was struggling to think of any specific lessons he had taught to Daniel directly.
Daniel now realized why his father had insisted that he and his brothers walk with the caravan instead of riding in the wagon or with one of the horses. Daniel assumed his father just got tired of seeing him reading, so to spite him, Daniel had read his book while walking behind the wagon. Now Daniel understood that his father had been preparing him for the grueling journey they now faced. He wondered if his brothers also had to walk with him behind the wagon to avoid suspicion from their fellow travelers or if his father hadn’t yet known who would accompany him into Oklahoma Country. Daniel wished he could read now, but there was little light and it wouldn’t be safe to walk in the dark without paying attention. Daniel had a small dime novel in his back pocket about some outlaws who stole from the rich and gave to the poor. He had traded for the book with another book of his own to a young member of the caravan. In fact, Daniel had traded books with other travelers the entire way up from Texas and one time accidentally traded for a book he had already read. It was a good one though, so he didn’t mind. Daniel wanted this journey to be like the stories he read, filled with adventure and with him playing the hero, but this entire trip, just like tonight, was just a long tiring walk with no way to know what lay ahead.
Robert halted and Daniel had to balance on his toes to keep from falling forward. Daniel followed his father’s sightline and spotted the dark silhouette of someone on horseback ahead of them. A slouched figure on a horse slowly made its way towards them, the moonlight glinting off the metal of the rider’s rifle. Robert slowly crouched and Daniel followed suit. The rider crept towards them but spoke no words and did not alter his pace. The deep blue garb of the soldier looked black in the poor light, but the rifle slung over his lap gleamed like it was made from silver and copper. Daniel’s heart was pounding so hard that he could feel the drumming in his throat and ears. He wanted to take off like a jackrabbit and find a hole to hide in. Another part of him also wanted to call out and put an end to this journey.
Robert’s pulse was quickened by the sight of the man and only slightly slowed when he realized it was a soldier and not some outlaw or Comanche looking to fight. As the rider drew closer, Robert considered what he might do should the soldier perceive them. Was it better to be turned back and risk everything in the land rush or to end this rider’s journey and risk the wrath of his comrades? Robert had heard that the troops were stretched thin and were mainly focused on shepherding the thousands of wagons on the main trails, but were they thinned out enough to miss one of their own? The rider was almost on top of them and Robert placed his thumb on the hammer of his repeater.
Daniel could feel his body shaking with fright, and he willed himself to be still so he wouldn’t give himself away. The rider was nearly on top of them and Daniel couldn’t believe the soldier hadn’t hailed them. The rider’s horse whinnied and Daniel felt faint from the sudden sound. The soldier sat up straight and pulled his horse to a halt.
“Whut iss it? We goh uh ssnaake in the grass, girrl?” the rider slurred to his horse.
The horse’s right eye met Robert’s gaze and the beast shook its head back and forth.
“Fine, less go thiss way then,” the soldier ordered by pulling the reins to his left. The horse turned away from Robert and Daniel and dutifully carried her inebriated cargo away.
After the patrol got out of sight, Robert removed his thumb from the hammer and stood. He didn’t like how close they had just come to conflict, but he took some solace in the fact his nerves hadn’t gotten the better of him. He was taking his family north to escape the escalating hostilities of land disputes and to avoid being drawn into another armed conflict, but he was worried that he would be pressed into violence before all of this was over. Daniel, who moments before had wanted to sprint away, now felt utterly drained and wanted to just lie down and sleep, but his father returned to the trek and Daniel reluctantly followed.
Coyote yips and howls began to fill the air after midnight. The calls were chaotic and disorganized. Daniel couldn’t imagine how many there must have been to create so many sounds at once. The sounds were close; maybe a quarter of a mile away, Daniel guessed. He gripped his rifle tighter and hoped the coyotes found different prey. Robert didn’t usually care for the incessant racket the coyotes caused, but tonight, he was thankful for them. Their shrieking banter would provide excellent cover for him and Daniel to move unheard.
The coyotes kept up their song for several hours, but a mist sprawled over the prairie and enveloped Daniel and Robert. On the one hand, Robert was glad the mist was obscuring them further, making them invisible as well as silent. On the other hand, Robert didn’t like the loss of visibility he suffered from the mist. He turned slightly to go directly north to intercept the river instead of walking parallel to it as he had planned. If he got close enough to hear the river, he could make his way alongside it without getting lost in the mist, but with the coyote chorus ongoing, Robert would have to get within a couple of hundred feet of the river to hear it.
The mist was refreshing to Daniel as it pulled him from his marching-induced stupor. The terror of the coyotes’ proximity waned as they never sounded any closer and certainly had more than enough time to run Daniel and his father down. The mist made it hard to see his father right in front of him, but Daniel knew they were heading directly to the river, so he could catch up if they got separated for a moment.
Robert was wrong; the river was louder than he had anticipated. The river was flooding over in areas and reaching the lip of the shore elsewhere. The current was strong, and the noise of the water crashing against the trees and rocks made Robert forget all about the calls in the night. The river was alive and angry, and Robert grew worried about their eventual crossing. They wouldn’t be able to find a narrow crossing point in all this mist, so they would have to keep walking until the mist cleared or the sun came out.
Daniel was standing in water but was still hundreds of feet from the river. It was unlikely that the river would be much better tomorrow, and he was not eager to attempt passing it. While he reflected on the danger they would face, his eyes were drawn to a faint green light that pierced the mist. The light looked to be several miles down the river but moving slowly up towards them. Daniel tapped his father’s shoulder and gestured toward the odd green light.
Robert saw the light moving slowly up the river but he wasn’t sure how. He shouldn’t be able to see a light from that far away with all this mist. Robert even walked forward a distance and waved his hand to make sure he wasn’t seeing some firefly. Once he determined that the light was indeed a great distance away and flowing up the river, he concluded that it had to be a boat—but who in their right mind would travel the river in this state? There was also something else about that creeping light that unsettled Robert deeply; it had an unnatural way about it.
Robert recalled a time in his youth when a rabid skunk crawled into the chicken shed. The creature’s mouth was covered in foam and left a trail of slime and blood behind it. The animal didn’t move in a straight line but lumbered at an angle like it was pulling itself forward with only one of its paws. It had a constant low growl that would hitch momentarily from effort as the skunk altered its direction. The hair of the skunk was disheveled and frayed in places, matted down, and clumped from drool in others. For a moment, Robert had thought the skunk was dead and something unseen must be dragging it forward. Robert’s father shot the skunk and then they burned the body and turned over the earth where the skunk had crawled. Robert’s mother had refused to collect the eggs from the chickens for a week. While disease was just as natural as breathing, something about that rabid animal was unnatural, evil. When Robert stared into the green light on the river, he saw that twisted creature’s drooling mouth.
Robert’s reflections came to a grinding halt when the sound of a hammer cocked behind him and Daniel.
“Don’t get funny now. I don’t mean to be impolite but people wandering in the dark might be dangerous, like myself. So soothe my fears and put your rifles on the ground real slow like,” the stranger said.
Daniel looked to his father to see what he should do. They were at a disadvantage with their backs to the stranger and they didn’t know if the man was alone, but Daniel knew his father was a trained soldier and Daniel figured the dark helped as much as it hurt. They might be able to shoot their way out of this. 
Robert saw Daniel’s look and shook his head. Their best chance was to follow the request of the stranger. The stranger wouldn’t want to risk the noise of a gunfight if he didn’t have to and the stranger’s voice, while light-hearted, had a steel edge that Robert knew well. This man would pull the trigger if it came to it. Robert set his rifle down, wincing as the gun touched the standing water on the oversaturated ground. Daniel, thankfully, did likewise.
“Well buffalo in a biscuit, this isn’t a land of only outlaws and drunkards as I had been led to believe. Now we can introduce ourselves like civilized folks. Since I’m aiming a pistol at you, I will go first. I’m Joe Hines, pistolero and De-Regulator,” Joe said. “Now you two introduce yourselves.
“Daniel Carol, sir,” Daniel said without thinking. He winced and looked to his father apologetically.
Robert clenched his jaw, released it, and simply said, “Robert.”
“Pleasure to make your acquaintances on this suspicious night,” Joe said.
“I think you mean auspicious,” Daniel said, and then added, “I mean, that’s what they say in the stories is all, Mr. Hines.”
“Nope, I meant suspicious, and please call me Joe,” Joe replied.
“Alright, what do you want from us Joe?” Robert asked.
Joe uncocked the hammer on his pistol and returned it to his holster. “I don’t want nothing from you. I was merely surveying the area when you got too close for comfort and I thought I would rattle my tail so you wouldn’t tread on me by mistake.”
“Well, we can be on our way and let you slither back to your surveys,” Robert stated.
“I have questions that I need you to answer before I get to my slithering,” said Joe.
“Fine, let’s hear them and be on our way,” Robert said.
“Firstly, have either of you come across a rough looking crew selling spirits tonight?” Joe raised a finger at the first question and then raised another to count off the next one. “Secondly, can you find it in your heart to share some of the food you must be carrying? I’m famished.”
The group moved to dry ground where Joe had left his horse tied up. Robert and Daniel were permitted to collect their rifles and now they all sat on the grass eating dry rations in the dark to avoid drawing any additional attention.
“I’ve been tracking this real nasty crew up from Texas. They used to run with the Regulators in New Mexico and then joined the Blue Devils in Texas to rough up farmers. Most recently, they murdered and robbed a man who was hauling liquor to these unassigned lands. He intended to open a saloon, but the bandits opened him up instead. I think they bribed one of the patrols with liquor to let them cross the river early, but I don’t know where precisely they crossed,” Joe told them.
“We passed by a patrol, and he seemed well into the drink,” Daniel said.
“We passed him not long before you found us. I would guess your bandits crossed further northwest,” Robert offered.
“I’m getting closer, and their time is running out,” Joe said.
“You seem awfully confident for a single man who is planning to face a whole crew of armed men,” Robert said.
“We’ve crossed paths before. When they see me again, they’ll be seeing a ghost and they will be terrified. Plus, they will probably be drunk, so I like my odds. That said, I won’t turn down extra guns if you two want to help me mete out justice. I would split the bounties with you,” Joe explained.
“We don’t have the time or inclination to join a shootout. We’re just trying to secure some farmland, not die for someone else’s liquor,” Robert said.
Joe didn’t respond but instead stared out at the green light on the river. Even though they had moved back from the river, the light had grown in intensity and appeared much closer than before.
“Do you know what that light is, Mr. Hines?” Daniel asked.
“I’ve heard the stories, and I confess, I believe them,” Joe said.
“What have you heard?” Daniel said.
“The stories say that light is the ghostly glow of the J.R. Williams, a Union steamboat that was sunk by General Stand Watie and his Confederate soldiers. The ship was carrying food and didn’t have enough men to protect it. The Confederates ambushed the boat from the shore, boarded it, killed part of the crew, took what they could carry of the supplies, and then set it on fire so that the Union couldn’t recover anything. The boat went to the bottom of the river where the Canadian and the Arkansas meet, which is why people claim to see it all over the territories. An old Shawnee woman told me that the slaughtered crew members kidnap children from their beds for stealing and take them to the coyotes.” Joe paused to listen to the coyotes’ song. “She also said the Coyote went bad and isn’t a friend to mankind anymore. I didn’t know what she meant but all the campfire stories tell it the same. The coyotes call, the river water rises, and with it the green glowing corpse of the J.R. Williams.”
“That’s a wheelbarrow full of manure,” Robert said.
But the story rattled him. Not because of the story itself but because Robert recalled a different ship taken by the Confederates, the USS Harriet Lane, at the Battle of Galveston. Robert remembered the chaos and confusion of the battle. The cheers when he and his crewmates sank the CS Neptune, then fear when the enemy fired on the Harriet Lane and crippled it, and finally the betrayal when friendly fire struck the ship to destroy it and deny the use of it to the enemy. Somehow the USS Harriet Lane stayed afloat, undead, ready to be enthralled by the Confederacy. It all ended when the CS Bayou City rammed the starboard side of the ship and flooded the deck with soldiers. Like the coyotes and the J.R. Williams, the Confederacy resurrected the Harriet Lane and put it to work dragging young men to their deaths. Robert recalled diving overboard into the churning sea to escape. He remembered grabbing a hand that didn’t return his grasp, one of the bodies of his fallen comrades, which tossed in the waves, clashing into other bodies and the Harriet Lane, at the mercy of the currents. Robert dove deeper to get clear of the obstacles and conflict and in the dark water below Robert saw something, something he convinced himself was just a case of Soldier’s Heart, a fever dream from the heat of battle: two bright green eyes and a jagged maw wreathed in foam and blood looking up at him. Smiling.
Robert was saved from his reverie by Daniel. “Couldn’t it be true? Doesn’t Matthew’s Gospel say the dead rose on Good Friday? That was yesterday and tomorrow is Easter, when the Lord raised from the grave too. Could resurrection be possible every Easter?”
“Let’s hope not, as that could make my hunt tricky to complete,” Joe said.
“I won’t have us mixing lies with the Good Book. Mr. Hines, if that’s your real name, I wouldn’t worry if I was you, only good people will see the resurrection. Neither you nor your quarry have to worry about that,” Robert said.
“Well, thank God for that I suppose,” Joe said, smirking in spite of the implication.
“We’ve wasted enough time with stories. Daniel, we need to get back to it,” Robert said. He stood, grabbed his rifle, and began walking northwest again.
Daniel scrambled up, looked at Joe Hines and said, “Good luck, mister,” and rushed after his father.
Joe gave a casual salute, “Good luck to you good people and your illegal early entry.” Joe doubted the Carols heard his parting barb, but he couldn’t help himself.

      [image: ]After they put some distance between their brief trail companion, disquiet settled in Robert and Daniel. The green light crept ever closer, and the menacing river’s roar convinced them to keep their distance from the river and take their chances in the mist. They only had a few more hours of darkness and shouldn’t be able to veer off course by much. Robert hoped to identify a safe crossing point in the daylight and that the patrols continued to stay sparse. Daniel was relieved as they stayed back from the river’s edge but kept looking over his shoulder to mark the progress of the green light. As they continued to walk, Daniel’s unease shifted to fatigue, and the green light seemed to pause on the river. The light finally dimmed and then disappeared in the fog.
A new light appeared in the east to replace the haunting one. This light was warm and brought first purple, then pink, then red, and finally gold as dawn broke. Daniel was glad for the light but longed to stop. His legs felt numb, and his head was dull from the endless steps. Robert’s shoulders ached from carrying the bag of tools and his lower back protested every step, putting him in a foul mood. The sun meant they would have to rest soon, but Robert knew they couldn’t until they found a suitable crossing and somewhere safe to hide.
It was two more hours before they found their pass. The water was slower, and the banks of the river eased into the river from both sides, instead of shearing off to an unknown depth. A tall tree had fallen across the river, not enough to make it to the other side, but should the water current grab one of them, they would have something to catch them from going too far downriver. Robert intended to go a bit further, but they needed to save their strength for the crossing, and there were no guarantees that a better crossing would be found.
“We’ll cross here after we get some sleep and eat a little. We need to find somewhere to sleep where we won’t be spotted,” Robert said.
Daniel had a blank look on his face but nodded in agreement. He pointed out a low ridge to their left as if in question. Robert looked in the direction indicated and stared for some time before nodding as well and moving that way. The ridge had a channel on the other side that was formed long ago from water. The ground was a little soft in the channel but would keep them cool while they waited out the sun.
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