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Some 120 miles to the east-northeast of Amarillo, Texas, a short distance from the north bank of the Canadian River, Comanche chief Red Hawk sat cross-legged in his tipi. He had called a council to ready his four senior warriors plus Falling Leaves, a warrior who had ridden with Four Crows until he was injured when his horse reared to avoid a rattlesnake. Four Crows had sent him to Red Hawk’s camp to heal and recuperate. 

When they were all seated, Red Hawk, also the brother of the great war chief Iron Bear, gestured with one hand to get their attention. “My scouts report that two days ago in the early morning, Four Crows slashed through the white eyes’ settlement of Amarillo like fire through dry brush. During the raid, he took the life of the Ranger chief, just as he also took the life of that man’s predecessor. In doing that, he struck a decisive blow for our people.”

Four of the warriors, including Falling Leaves, nodded and glanced at each other. They commented quietly, marveling on Four Crows’ bravery and ingenuity in being able to raid the Rangers’ town with impunity. Had he invented a ploy to get them out of town, or had he taken them head-on? 

But Singing Trees frowned. “Why did Four Crows not invite us to raid with him? Was he afraid we might show him up?” He sneered and glanced around at the others in the circle. “We might have killed all the whites and he would have no more reason to raid.”

Three of the four other warriors didn’t acknowledge his look, much less his snide comment. Falling Leaves glared at him, his eyes filled with derision. “Your mother should have called you Braying Jackass. Four Crows wouldn’t invite you on a snipe hunt, must less to a serious matter.”

Singing Trees twitched as if to rise. “Do not—”

Red Hawk gestured as he scowled at Singing Trees. “Sit!” His white eyebrows almost met above his eyes. “Falling Leaves is right. And you will not question Four Crows’ motives or decisions! Not in this council, and not ever in this camp!” 

He took a breath, and wheezed as he released it. His eyebrows flatted into a line. “When he comes here, you may challenge him if you wish, but you will do so openly and with honor.” He paused. “And I suspect you will lose.”

Although Falling Leaves agreed, he remained silent. But as he continued to look at Singing Trees, his eyes filled with laughter.

Singing Trees stared at Red Hawk for a brief moment, but as he settled back to his original position, he averted his gaze and nodded almost imperceptibly.

Two of the other warriors exchanged a glance and a half-smile. The old chief had put Singing Trees in his place yet again. And in a testament to his respect for Four Crows, he had said nothing to Falling Leaves about his brief outburst.

Red Hawk returned his attention to the council as a whole. “I believe the young chief will come here to share the news of his victory with me personally, and perhaps to rest for a brief time. He and his warriors should be here tomorrow, shortly before or after the sun goes down. You will afford him and those who rode with him the respect they deserve.” 

He paused and glanced at Singing Trees again. Quietly, he said, “If you are still open to counsel, hear me: even I would not challenge him myself, even if I were a younger man and could still ride well. He is too great a warrior. Too great a chief.” He glanced around the council again, then back to Singing Trees. “But I declare now, openly, if I were able, I would gladly defer to him and follow him if he would have me.” He paused. “I advise you to make your warrior hearts ready to receive him and show him your respect. If you have any questions, now is the time to—” 

A young brave’s head and one shoulder pushed through the entrance to the tipi, his eyes wide, his right arm extended to hold the flap open. “My chief, I have news!”

Red Hawk scowled. “Do you not know never to break a chief’s council?”

“I apologize, great chief. But—but this is urgent.” 

The scowl remained on Red Hawk’s face, his annoyance evident. “Then speak!”

The young brave glanced at the others in the tipi, half of whom had twisted around at the waist and all of whom were gaping at him, then back at Red Hawk. “Sir, if I may, this information should be only for your ears so you can determine how best to use it.”

Red Hawk studied the young warrior’s eyes for a moment, then gestured to him, curling two fingers. “Then come. But be quick.”

As the old chief bent forward slightly, his eyes closed so he could hear more clearly, the young brave bent at the waist. He put one hand alongside his mouth and whispered in Red Hawk’s ear. 

The message was short. As the young warrior straightened, Red Hawk recoiled, then grimaced. He shook his head and looked up at the brave. “You are certain of this?”

“Unfortunately, yes, my chief.”

“But Four Crows lives?”

The other braves remained silent but exchanged startled looks.

“Yes sir. He and a few others.”

Red Hawk nodded. “At least there is that.” He gestured toward the tipi entrance with the same two fingers. “Go.” 

As the flap dropped behind the young brave, Red Hawk looked around the circle. He looked very tired. His gaze settled on Falling Leaves. “In his raid on Amarillo, Four Crows was defeated. Apparently the Rangers expected him.”

Falling Leaves’ brow furrowed at the news. For a moment, he only looked at Red Hawk in case the old chief had something more to impart. When nothing further was forthcoming, he spoke calmly. “With respect, Grandfather, I believe the messenger is mistaken. Failure was not possible. The raid was long in planning. The Rangers were all riding in the north and northwest, chasing ghosts as Four Crows would have them do. Our man in Amarillo watched them ride out. Only the Ranger chief himself, the man called Wilson, was in town and—” 

Red Hawk tried to listen out of respect, but finally he nodded and raised one hand. “No. The message was brief and certain. Whatever the Rangers were supposed to do and wherever they were supposed to be, they were waiting. Four Crows was defeated. He lives, along with a few others. I still expect him to arrive here tomorrow. Then we will understand more fully.” He paused, then glanced around the council. “Despite this setback, you will all show Four Crows the respect due a valiant war chief.” He raised one hand. “Go now.” The warriors didn’t move as quickly as he expected them to, so he brushed his fingers toward the entrance. “Go.”

As the other braves rose, Singing Trees only looked at Red Hawk, who returned the gaze steadily. When the others had left, Red Hawk said, “You are a great warrior, but you are young and inexperienced. My counsel has not changed. I would not challenge Four Crows. And if I were able, I would ride with him, even now.” He brushed his fingers toward the door again. “You have my counsel. Go, and do as you will.”

Singing Trees held the chief’s gaze for a moment longer, then rose and left the tipi.

Red Hawk remained seated long after Singing Trees had departed. What he had said to the brave was true. If he were younger and able to ride into battle like in the old days, he would flatly defer his power to Four Crows and follow the young chief.

But the old chief was long past leading raids or even participating in them. He was no longer worthy of Four Crows’ consideration except as an inert chief to whom he reported out of respect. Otherwise, Red Hawk served only to keep his people safe and well fed, and occasionally as an advisor to the new crop of Comanche war chiefs. But especially the very talented, very passionate Four Crows. If any Comanche could hope to run the whites out of Texas and regain Comancheria, it was him. 

He would arrive sometime tomorrow. He would take food and a night’s rest. And despite the tragic loss he’d suffered, Red Hawk remained certain the young warrior would rise again and go on to complete his destiny as the greatest war chief the Comanches had ever known.
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The first hour after he left Amarillo with the Rangers from Hell following close on his heels, Four Crows rode hard. Running at an all-out gallop, he and his remaining braves seemed to disappear into thin air. 

Actually, having set in the Rangers’ minds the notion that he was fleeing in a panic, he’d led his warriors into a maze of switchbacks and arroyos. It was an area he had known intimately almost from the moment he was born. And as soon as he and the others entered the maze, they slowed their horses to a walk so even the dust cloud they’d left disappeared.

For all of his 17 years, Four Crows had overheard other braves, both those older than him and his contemporaries, contemplating his feats and arguing about him. Was he imbued with such magic because he had been born with the sacred number on his face and given it in his name? Or was it the other way around? Having been born with the sacred mark and given the sacred number in his name, had he sought to live up to his destiny and acquired the knowledge later? 

Well, that was a fine thing to contemplate for those who kept only their own counsel and would never aspire to or attain greatness. For those who did attain greatness—warriors like Four Crows and Iron Bear and, to a lesser extent, Iron Bear’s brother, Red Hawk—what might have been and why and how didn’t matter. All that mattered was what is and how it had come to be. 

And so it didn’t matter that his raid had been repulsed in Amarillo. It didn’t matter even that so many of his men had gone on to ride the spirit plains he hoped he wouldn’t see for many decades. He only wanted to understand what had gone wrong. 

In the first place, he was shocked the Rangers were even present in Amarillo when he and his braves rode in. Only the Ranger Chief should have been there, a fitting target for Four Crows’ bow. Why were the others not chasing ghosts in the northern part of the panhandle? He was certain they had received the ruse of a telegram from the fort. His own man in Amarillo had even watched them ride out. 

Yet when Four Crows raided, they were waiting. If he didn’t know better, he would believe it was magic, that the Rangers had somehow mastered the art of being in two places at the same time. 

Of course, being in possession of some magic himself, he did know better.

But even with his losses he admired the Rangers’ cunning. And he was stunned at their efficiency. Their defense was complete, and their response was swift and deadly. They had even planned a counter-offensive and timed it to maximum effect. 

There was only one explanation: The Rangers evidently knew in advance about the raid, seemingly right down to the hour. But how had they known? 

But then, there was only one way they could have known. Treachery. Either Rafe Wilkins or Paco Messina must have told them. And Four Crows was betting on Wilkins. Messina could be treacherous, but he had nothing to gain from Four Crows’ defeat. Besides, Messina had done his part. Messina’s man had sent the telegram from the fort. That much was certain. And again, Four Crows’ contact in Amarillo had watched the Rangers ride out. That wouldn’t have happened if the telegram hadn’t been sent, received, and acted upon.

So the bandito, Rafe Wilkins. Did he even carry out the fake raids in the north as he'd promised? Probably not. Probably he had ridden south instead and warned the Rangers of Four Crows’ impending raid. Or he might even have sent his own telegram. Perhaps Four Crows’ man in Amarillo had witnessed a ruse, the Rangers seeming to leave only to double back to set up a defense against Four Crows’ raid.

Rumors placed Messina in a town called Logan Bluffs in the territory to the west. Wilkins might be there too. But if Wilkins weren’t there, Messina would know where he was. 

Tomorrow Four Crows would speak with Red Hawk and rest briefly. Then he would ride to find Messina and the traitor Wilkins. He would give Wilkins the chance to explain, and then, the man’s explanation having been completely and utterly unsatisfactory, he would hang him upside down over a thick bed of coals and boil the liquid in his treacherous brain.

Four Crows and his small band rode deep into the night, walking their horses through the array of various arroyos. They rode slowly but with unerring accuracy, always moving east-northeast. There was no need for haste, and it would not do to be spotted in the light of the three-quarter moon. Not long after the sun came up, they would pass east into Indian Territory. They would arrive in Red Hawk’s camp before the sun was one-third of the way through the sky.

During the night and early morning, the deeper complex of arroyos, those with the bedrock floors covered with a little sand or dirt, cautiously gave way to shallower washes. In those, the floor was covered with a much thicker layer of sand that took greater effort and drained the energy of the horses. Traversing the few miles of those shallower washes took as long as traversing the many mile of the deeper ones.

As the eastern sky grew a darker blue, then violet, then to vibrant hues of red and pink and yellow, even those shallow washes dwindled further. Soon they narrowed and grew even more shallow, and when the sun had been awake for a little over an hour, they opened up and disappeared into flat, level ground. 

As Four Crows and his men emerged in that gentle way from the earth, they were less than an hour from the place where the Canadian River abruptly turned from east to south to east. That place marked the beginning of Indian Territory. From there, Red Hawk’s camp was only a short ride.
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The day after he held the council to tell his warriors of Four Crows’ impending arrival, Red Hawk sent Spotted Dove, his messenger, to bring two men to his tipi: a young but promising brave named Sly Elk and Four Crow’s own warrior, Falling Leaves. 

On their way to the tipi, the messenger in front and Falling Leaves and Sly Elk following behind, they encountered Singing Trees. As they passed, he turned to look at them. 

He wasn’t sure who the boy in front was, but the other two, wow, if there was ever an odd pair.... He grinned. But their seeming focus also aroused his curiosity. Where were they off to in such a hurry? 

He turned and casually followed them. When the unlikely trio arrived at Red Hawk’s tipi and ducked inside through the flap, Singing Trees frowned and crossed his arms. What’s going on?

But a moment later, the boy who had led the other two to the tipi ducked out again and went about other business.

Singing Trees watched him go for a moment, the circled around to crouch behind the tipi, closer to where he knew Red Hawk would be seated.

*
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After Red Hawk dismissed the messenger, he looked up at the two braves. “Are you curious as to why I summoned you?”

Falling Leaves seemed relaxed, and he answered calmly but respectfully. “I welcome any chance to serve the great Red Hawk.”

Sly Elk, who had recently turned 13 years of age, was much less sure of himself. As Falling Leaves responded to the chief, Sly Elk gaped. Afterward, for what seemed to him like half a day, he was unable to speak. Various responses raced through his mind, but none seemed quite right, not to mention stumble-proof. Finally he said, “Yes sir, me too.”

At the young brave’s response, Red Hawk’s eyes glistened with mirth. “Thank you.” He glanced at Falling Leaves, who’s eyes were also smiling. “Both of you.” 

He looked at them for another moment, then with a gesture, invited them to sit.

Both sat cross-legged before him.

When they were settled, Red Hawk said, “As you know, sometime today, the great Four Crows will visit this camp.”

Sly Elk’s eyes grew wide and he gasped quietly, then seemingly involuntarily looked at Falling Leaves. 

As Sly Elk’s mouth opened, Falling Leaves quickly raised one hand and shook his head.

The boy fell silent. 

Red Hawk looked at him. “Of course, you were not involved in the council yesterday. Hence your surprise. But he is coming, and it will be a great day for this camp.”

Still feeling Falling Leaves’ admonition to remain quiet, Sly Elk only nodded. 

Red Hawk smiled broadly, then regained his stoic disposition. “Much was said during that council about Four Crows having been defeated recently. But I say to you that Four Crows is greater in defeat than most Comanche warriors will ever be even in victory.”

Filled with pride for his friend, Falling Leaves nodded all but imperceptibly. It would be disrespectful to interrupt the old chief, even to agree with him.

Sly Elk, his young eyes still wide, dared neither move nor speak. He didn’t want to interrupt this council, his first. Surely it was a dream.

Red Hawk looked at Falling Leaves, then Sly Elk, then back to Falling Leaves. “For my own reasons, I have selected the two of you to stand watch.” He raised one hand. “Not as guards, but as welcoming escorts, a sign of respect. I would go myself, but—” He caught himself. Rather than starting to name off a list of ailments, he shook his head. “I can’t go myself.”

He gestured vaguely with his right hand. “So on my behalf, ride west into the woods. Go along the north bank of the Canadian. That is Four Crows’ most likely path. Go about a half-mile out if you can count it. Then wait, one of you on either side of the trail.”

Falling Leaves gestured with his right hand, a respectful way of interjecting. When Red Hawk looked at him, he said, “I can count it, Grandfather. I will show the young one the way.”

Red Hawk nodded, then eyed them both again. “Do not jump out at him or attempt any kind of surprise. When he approaches, come onto the trail with a hand raised so he can see you have no weapon. Tell him openly that I have sent you. Then ride one on either side of him to escort him into the village.” 

Sly Elk surprised both Falling Leaves and Red Hawk. He quickly stood and bowed at the waist. “Thank you for this honor, Grandfather.”

A grin tugged at the corner of Falling Leaves’ mouth as he uncrossed his ankles and pushed himself upright. Quietly so as not to embarrass the boy, he said, “That is not the way, young one.”

Sly Elk jerked his head around to look at Falling Leaves, his eyes wide, then looked at Red Hawk. “I am sorry, Grandfather. I only meant to—”

But Red Hawk raised one hand, palm down, to stop him. “No, my son. Never apologize. Never be sorry. If you didn’t know, you have nothing to apologize for. And if you did know, then your apology is empty. But it is all right. You have time. You will learn.” Then he shifted his gaze to Falling Leaves. “Go. Watch. Escort the young war chief safely into my camp.” He raised his right hand slightly and brushed two fingers toward the flap of his tipi.

The two braves departed. Outside, Falling Leaves looked at Sly Elk. “The grandfather knows you respect him, but you are becoming a warrior now. Do not show weakness, even to him, by bowing or other supplications. Show only respect.”

“Yes sir. Thank you. I have time. I will learn.” The serious look on his face might have been etched in stone. 

Falling Leaves laughed, then gestured. “Go now. Tell your father your assignment and ready yourself. You know the way. Ride out the trail for what you think is a half-mile. But I will watch for you and show you where to stop. Then on the way back you can measure the half-mile in whatever way you prefer.”

Sly Elk grinned. “Yes sir. Thank you, sir.” He turned, and he left so quickly he almost disappeared.

Falling Leaves chuckled quietly. He remembered a time when he and even Four Crows had been as eager. He went to get his mount. If he didn’t hurry, the boy might beat him to the path.

A few minutes later, he walked his horse out of the camp and started along the main path through the woods on the north bank of the Canadian. The day was pleasant, neither too warm nor too cold, and the earth was happy. On either side of the trail, jaybird and sparrows flitted among branches and occasionally spat insults at each other. 

Red Hawk seemed to expect Four Crows soon, but Falling Trees had ridden with him. At present, the sun was only a quarter of the way through the sky. By his reckoning it would be several hours before the war chief arrived. Probably not until the sun was nearing the western horizon, and maybe later than that. 

He was coming from Amarillo, so he would use the arroyos. He always negotiated those slowly. If the Rangers had followed him east, chances are he would double back—at least two times, maybe four—to lose them, and that would add long hours to his journey. 

But the extra time was a bonus. To spend some of it, he would play a game with Sly Elk. He would take up a position on the south side of the trail and watch for the boy. Then he would jump out in an effort to surprise him. He grinned and shook his head. 
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As Falling Leaves rode his horse at a leisurely walk, the sounds of the camp lingered behind him. Even this close the woods were already thick along both sides of the narrow path—it was little more than a game trail—and the underbrush was even thicker. The mock ambush would be fun, at least for him, but he wanted to set it up farther from the camp. Somewhere at least close to the half-mile Red Hawk had mentioned. Then it would truly be a surprise—and a challenge—for the young brave.

From what he had seen of Sly Elk during his time in Red Hawk’s camp, surprising the boy would not be easy. He seemed to have the nose of a fox combined with the eyes of an owl and the lightning reflexes of an angry rattler.

And of course, he would have to be careful of Sly Elk’s knife too. In mock battles with other braves, the boy was agile and fast. In many ways—especially that physical agility and sheer, stubborn determination—he reminded Falling Leaves of Four Crows when they both were starting out.

But then, he himself was quick and fast as well. Even Four Crows had never been able to deliver a killing slash or blow to Falling Leaves in their own mock battles. 

He grinned again. Overall it was going to be a fun day. And it would be great to see his friend and war chief again.
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On the far side of the camp Sly Elk burst into his father’s tipi, a huge grin on his face. “Father! The great chief has named me a sentry on the road!”

His father, Three Deer, looked up, a frown on his face. “What? A sentry? Slow down and tell me.”

The boy sighed with frustration and intentionally slowed his delivery. “Red Hawk. He has assigned me, along with Falling Leaves, to await the arrival of Four Crows. Not as guards or to surprise him, but only to escort him into the village. It is a sign of respect.”

His father grinned. “Well, yes it is, for both Four Crows and for you. I am proud of you, my son.” He put one hand on the boy’s shoulder. More quietly, he said, “Your mother would be proud of you too. You know that, don’t you?”

Sly Elk quickly nodded but said nothing. Memories of his mother had faded almost to nothing, and talk of her made him uneasy. Beneath his father’s grip, his shoulder was tense. He didn’t want to be disrespectful, but he was eager to get on about his assignment. 

Three Deer squeezed briefly. “I know you don’t remember much about your mother. It is all right. She still helps me instruct you. The lesson here is never believe a man’s pride is stronger than a woman’s or that it matters more. It isn’t, and it doesn’t. Ever. That is among the most important lessons I—well, she and I—can impart to you.”

Sly Elk looked up at him. “Yes, father.” 

The boy’s excitement was contagious. Three Deer grinned again, released him and gestured toward the door. “Go, go. Do not keep Falling Leaves waiting.”

A grin broke across Sly Elk’s face. He whirled around, blew through the flap like a stiff wind, and raced around the side of the tipi to retrieve his pony.

But just as he grabbed a fistful of mane and was about to swing himself up, Singing Trees said, “Hey” and clapped a hand on his shoulder.

The boy simultaneously crouched away from the hand and jerked himself around into a fighting stance. His knife was in his hand. 

Singing Trees, his eyes wide, raised both hands and took a step back. “Whoa!” Then he lowered his hands and smiled. “Sly Elk, I didn’t mean to startle you, but it is good that I caught you. Red Hawk sent me. You will remain behind. I will go in your place to await Four Crows.”

Sly Elk frowned and put away his knife. “But Red Hawk said I would stand the watch. Besides, I want to see the great Four Crows and lead him into the village.”

“No. You will see him later, here in the village like the other children. Like Falling Leaves, I am Four Crows’ contemporary. It is more fitting that we, his friends, greet him along the trail and ride with him into the village.”

Sly Elk only looked at him for a moment, then turned away and reached for his pony’s mane.

Singing Trees grabbed his arm and jerked him around. “Where are you going?”

Sly Elk met the much taller man’s gaze and roughly tugged his arm free. As he took a step back, he all but growled, “Do not put a hand on me again or—”

Three Deer came around the side of the tipi. “What’s this?” He looked at Singing Trees, then at Sly Elk.

But Sly Elk ignored his father. His focus was still on Singing Trees. “I will ride to Red Hawk’s tipi and verify what you have said. When he tells me it isn’t true, I will go on my assignment from there.”

Singing Trees scowled. “You will do nothing of the sort! You will do as you’re told!”

Three Deer looked at his son. “Sly Elk?”

Still watching Singing Trees, Sly Elk said, “Father, this warrior says Red Hawk wants him to stand the watch in my place. I do not believe him.”

Three Deer frowned at Singing Trees. “Is this true?”

Singing Trees looked at him, then gestured toward his waist. “You wear no knife, Three Deer. You are no longer a warrior. You have no say here.” 

Three Deer said, “I was—”

But Singing Trees sneered. “Since you became a woman to rear this little child in place of your dead wife—”
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