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The tall raw boned man sat quietly in the saddle as he slowly rolled a smoke. He sat watching the cattle he had just finished busting from the woods. It was hard work getting them out, and he didn’t want them heading back into the high country. He liked what he was doing, and the fact that he was doing it for himself made him feel even better.  

As he struck a match he glanced in the direction of the ranch house, which he often did when thinking of his family, and he saw smoke rising over the hill.. It was more smoke than should be coming from the stove or fireplace, so he flicked out the match, threw down the freshly rolled smoke and spurred his horse toward home. 

When he topped the rise he could see that the smoke was coming from the house and that flames were starting to lick through the roof. He spurred his horse down the hill and when he reached the yard he jumped from his horse and ran up the steps...where he tripped on the body of his son. One look told him that the boy was dead as he lay in a large pool of blood that was beginning to seep down between the boards. 

He jumped up and looking through the doorway into the burning room he saw the outline of his wife laying on the kitchen table beside the growing flames. He pulled his kerchief over his face and bolted into the flaming room, grabbed her and ran back out. 

He could see the blood on the front of her dress and he knew as he held her in his arms that she too was gone. He took her into the ranch yard, laid her gently down and headed back to the house. His daughter Rachel was still in there and he had to get her out, but now the flames were too much for him. He tried re-entering a couple of times only to be driven back by the intense heat. 

In anguish he ran all around the house calling her name, but when he didn’t get any answer, he realized that if she was still in there that she would be dead. As he watched the flames leap through the roof he was hoping that at least she too had been killed before the fire started. He picked his boy up and laid him gently in the dirt of the yard beside his mother. The only thing he could think of now was getting his family buried and then getting on the trail of whoever did this. 

He was just finishing laying them in the grave when he saw a rider coming up from the east. He waited with his rifle ready as he watched the man approaching. As the man rode up to where Vic was waiting he noticed the grey horse looked like he had been ridden hard. The rider dismounted, without being asked, and walked up to Vic. 

“I’m Chuck Kelsey and I seen what happened. I was riding on the other side of the hill when I heard some shots and when I crested the hill I pulled out my binoculars and seen some Indians riding off with a young girl captive.”

He had never met this man, but he had heard stories about the Kelsey clan that linked them to rustling in the area, so while he just stood there and let him continue, he still kept his rifle ready.

“I think the leader was a Cheyenne called Crooked Nose, I heard he and some others jumped the reservation and were causing trouble. Come and see the tracks for yourself.”

Now Vic spoke for the first time.

“First I have cover my family and then I will begin looking for who did this.”

The man stepped back and waited while he was finished filling in the grave. When he finished he threw down the shovel and went with him to the yard. He had not taken the time to look for himself but now the man pointed to where there were the tracks of about ten unshod horses. He slowly walked around looking at the tracks that led off to the east. So far what the man had said bore the truth.

Victor and Mary Ramsey had settled on their place fresh from their wedding just over thirteen years ago and had built their ranch from nothing. Although it was not a huge ranch it was successfully run by just the two of them, with the children both helping with what they could. Now that was all changed and if Rachel was taken he would be riding to get her back.  

The fire was starting to die down after burning the roof and floor leaving most of the outside logs still standing. He carefully made his way through the hot embers looking at every room in the place, but there was no sign of Rachel’s body so he must believe what this man was saying.

As he walked toward his horse, he turned to the man watching him.

“I’ll be riding after them, you can join me if you want to.”

The man looked at him in amazement.

“You mean just the two of us riding after ten of twelve armed Cheyanne braves? Not me I’ll ride and spread the word to watch out for them, but that’s all.”

Vic didn’t answer, he just spurred his horse and headed off in the direction that the tracks led. He followed them to a spot where they had started a small fire and then he followed where they rode on, soon coming to a spot where his worst fears came to pass. There on the ground was the lifeless body of his beautiful daughter Rachel.

She had been violated and he could see that her throat had been cut, and even as he sat on the ground wishing for a miracle that would make her stir to life, he knew it was not to happen. He wrapped her small body in his bedroll and rode slowly back to his ranch to place her beside the rest of his family. As he made that long ride the rage that started storming in him turned to a deep smoldering hate. 

He and Mary had settled in this area not long after the Sand Creek Massacre where Colonel Chivington attacked a peaceful camp of Cheyenne and Arapaho killing over a hundred and fifty men, woman and children, but there had been little trouble with them in his area since.

The Cheyenne and Arapaho bands involved had signed a peace treaty with the government and the attack and killing, infuriated the members of the Cheyenne warrior sect, the Dog Soldiers. They retaliated with attacks on white settlements, where they in turn killed woman and children, but those attacks were mainly to the north of them. 

Eventually most of the hostiles involved in these raids fled further north to join with the Sioux, but there were still small bands, mostly consisting of family groups roaming around, who no longer trusted the white man’s treaties and were afraid to go to the reservations. 

They roamed the eastern plains where they were trying to exist peacefully and just stay alive, and the few times that any of them travelled through the Ramsey range or stopped by his place he found that some tobacco or some food was enough to keep them peaceful.

The next morning he rode to Pueblo, the closest community and the place where they did all their business. It had been first settled by the early Spanish explorers but after the Colorado gold rush of eighteen fifty nine it had become a booming town that provided an excellent market for his cattle as well as providing a place to do all their necessary shopping.  Today his trip was not for business or shopping, it was to visit the army outpost there.

It was not a real fort, just an outpost whose main objective was to keep the town and the surrounding area safe from Indian raids. There were two buildings, one was the commanding officers quarters and office, and the other was a larger building quartering the small detachment of troops. 

As he rode up to the office building he couldn’t help wondering why, when things had been peaceful with the Cheyenne for a few years now, suddenly that all changed. He saw the sign on the door which read ‘Colonel Geoffrey Madsen’ and as he opened it and entered the officer behind the desk looked up to see the visibly distraught man enter and he rose to greet him.

“I’m Colonel Madsen, how can I help you?”

Vic took the outreached hand.

“My family has been murdered by a band of Cheyenne led by one called Crooked Nose.”

The Colonel pointed to a chair.

“Have a seat and tell me what happened.”

Vic sat in the offered chair and began his story.

“I was riding out rounding up some cattle when I saw the smoke and when I reached the ranch my wife and son were both dead and my daughter was carried off by a group of Cheyenne. I found her body later and now I want the army to hunt them down and bring them in.”

The Colonel could see the pain and anger in the man sitting in front of him.

“As you can see, we are a small detachment here and my men are spread out thin as it is looking for any Cheyenne or Arapaho who are not on the reservation. Ever since the Sand Creek Massacre many members of both tribes have been reluctant to return to our reservations and it falls on the army to try and root them out and return them to the reservation. We are acting under strict orders not to initiate any action on women or children, so you can see that when we come across a band of them still roaming the prairies our hands are tied.

Vic just sat there patiently listening to the long winded explanation. 

“As to the one you call Crooked Nose I have heard of him, but mostly in connection with a little stealing and small time rustling, nothing of any previous killing. I heard that he had his nose badly broken as a youth, but none of my men have reported running across him. You can be assured if my men do come across him or his men we will bring them in for questioning, but in the meantime I suggest you return and rebuild your home and forget any thoughts of doing anything on your own.”

Having heard pretty much what he expected to hear, Vic got up and left the bewildered Colonel without saying another word, or letting him know his intentions. He had already made up his mind that if the army would not ride out right away, he would take up the trail himself. 

He was not going to try and enlist the help of anyone else, knowing that most of the men he knew had families of their own, and besides he felt he could achieve more by himself, not having the responsibility of anyone else on his shoulders.

Since most of his food and clothing were destroyed in the fire, he went to the mercantile and resupplied, making sure he had plenty of ammunition. He spent the rest of the day and night in Pueblo speaking with whoever he thought might have some further information as to the whereabouts of Crooked Nose. Most of the people he spoke to, although they knew there were still small bands of Cheyenne roaming the prairie, had never heard of one called Crooked Nose. 

He rode out early in the morning knowing they had almost a five day head start and would probably be hard to track now. He was not worried that he might be facing ten or twelve fierce warriors for he steeled himself to the fact that if he were to die he would take as many of them with him as he could.

He reached his burned out ranch shortly before sundown and he spent the night in the harness shed with the plan to ride early in the morning. On the third day of following the trail his suspicions came to pass, it faded into the prairie without a trace. He knew that the tracks would be hard to find, but he figured that on the vast plain that looked so flat he would have no trouble sighting any Indians moving around. 

He soon found that although the majority of the plains were flat they were peppered with a multitude of deep washes, arroyos and scattered stands of small trees that could hardly be called trees being more like tall brush. Going about the way he was searching he would have to travel hundreds of miles to completely cover the area where Crooked Nose and his men may be hiding. 

He continued on for five more days, weaving back and forth across the seemingly endless prairie, without any luck. It was late on that fifth day that he rode to the crest of a small arroyo, as he had done many times in the last few days only to see nothing, but this time things were different. When he looked down to the edge of the small stream he saw two Indians skinning a deer they had just killed, but they were so intent on what they were doing they must have missed any noise his horse might have made. 

He moved quietly back from the edge, pulled his rifle from the scabbard and dismounted. He took a few long breaths and he walked to the edge where he stood for a minute before they spotted him. Startled by his sudden appearance they moved quickly toward their guns, but before they reached them he fired two shots that brought them both down. He mounted up again and sat there waiting to see if either of them moved, or if any others showed themselves.

When he felt it was safe he rode down the steep bank, dismounted and carefully approached the unmoving bodies. He turned first one and then the other over but neither had a deformed or broken nose that Crooked Nose was said to have. He moved back to the deer they had been working on and put it across the back of his horse and mounted up. 

That night he ate well, but he did not sleep well, each time he closed his eyes he saw the faces of the two men he had just killed. Eventually his mind replaced that picture with the pictures of the bodies of his wife and two children and he was able to justify it. As often as he thought of them it was always the picture of his daughter as he found her that stuck in his mind.

After crisscrossing the plains for almost a month he came across four more Indians, three in one group and one alone and again he looked into their dead faces looking for the broken nose. He ran across several small groups that included woman and children and he bypassed them figuring that the males with them would probably not have left their families to ride with Crooked Nose. 

As much as he wanted to avenge his family he was not going to let the ranch that he and Mary had spent so long building up fall into disrepair, so with the winter soon to be upon him, he decided that a month away was enough and he headed for home. His return was not with the satisfaction he wanted, but he would ride out again in the spring and he vowed to himself that he would not quit until he found the man he was looking for.
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With winter looming he rode into the hills to gather his cattle and bring them down to the low land to spend the winter. He planned on driving some of them to market in Pueblo where he could pick up some lumber to start the process of rebuilding the house. He knew it would take time...time he would not have before the winter set in. 

The winters were cold and harsh with lots of snow along the eastern side of the mountains and without having the house ready he would have to spend the winter living in the tack and harness shed. He cleared it out as much as he could and with the small stove he bought for heat and cooking he made it a comfortable living quarters.

The winter was long and lonely and the lust for revenge grew more with the long hours of idleness, so when the snow cleared and the weather warmed up he rode off again to the east to continue his hunt. 

He did not take the time to plow up and plant the garden that was Mary’s pride and joy. He knew that between the weeds and the animals eating on it while he was away it would not grow and prosper. As he rode out of the yard, without looking back, the thought of Mary working in her garden was fresh in his mind.

Now he was justifying his killing by the fact that when he came across any Indian he would wait until they saw him and when they would instinctively reach for whatever weapon they had handy he would be killing in self defence.

This trip out he came across a group of seven warriors riding toward him and assuming them to be hostile he pulled his rifle out and dropped one of them as they approached, then he turned and rode away as fast as he could. When he saw they were in full pursuit he rode until he reached some cover where he quickly dismounted and when they appeared he dropped one more with a quick shot.

They all dismounted and scattered so they could sneak up on him on foot. He fired two more shots and then mounted again and rode off showing himself enough that they would mount and follow again.

The next stop he made he managed to get two of them, but now they were catching on to his system of ride and stop, so they sent two riders around to the side to try and get ahead of him. The next time he stopped he managed to get one more and then when he mounted he realized that there were only three in that group, so he was wary of where the other two were. 

Before he burst out of the brush he had used for cover, he stopped and looked carefully around. He didn’t see any movement, but he did see some dust rising from the other side of a small hill. He waited as long as he could without allowing those following to catch up, and then he rode out keeping the hill between him and the dust. 

It was a deviation from his route so they didn’t suspect it when he rode down the hill behind them. Two quick shots knocked them both off their horses and now he rode to the top of the hill in time to see the three remaining riders coming out of the brush that he had just came from. He fired two more shots and two more riders fell, but the last one managed to get back under cover of the brush. 

He dismounted and waited, watching the spot where the last Indian had disappeared. He didn’t want to make a mistake of underestimating him and giving him a chance for a shot. He casually rolled a smoke and sat back and watched the whole brush line until he finally decided that he was alone. 

He rode to the first two fallen men and again looked at each face and then he went to the other two and did the same. None of them fit the description he was looking for so he mounted and rode carefully back along the trail he just ridden until he came to another body, and he was not the one either. He finally found the last one who had managed to crawl into the brush before he died, and again he was
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