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“Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” Cliff mumbled, as he drew in a deep breath of air into his burning lungs. With slumped shoulders, he added, “That's what the good book says anyway.” Cliff's mind could barely comprehend the sorrowful words he had just muttered this bleak day. His whole body seemed to be numb, even his fingers could barely feel the loose dirt as it sifted through them. The sound of the dirt and small clods seemed so far away that his mind failed to notice. His mind was so dazed by the butchery that had happened here. Nothing seemed to register, but the burning need to avenge the senseless deaths of his loved ones.

The rough coffin had been more or less built with his own hands from scavenged materials found lying about the burned-out ranch. The search for material that he would need had almost been hopeless. He spied an old water trough at the front of the barn. Had it not been full of water when the barn had collapsed around it, it would have burned too. Instead, it had only suffered some charred edges down to the waterline. 

There had also been a barn door that he and Jack had taken down a few days earlier to repair the broken hinges. With these few items, he managed to build his sister, brother-in-law and their daughter a final resting place.

Tears stung the corner of his eyes as he remembered the girl that he had just buried. His sister Carrie had always sported a bright smile and her heart had always been as big as all outdoors.

Jack Collins, her husband, had considered himself the luckiest man on the face of the earth the day he had asked Carrie to marry up with him and she had accepted. Each day he lived, Jack counted his blessings that God had allowed Carrie to not only enter but also change his life so completely. As parents, they had passed on to their little girl, Mary, the same tender and caring nature, as had been their most common bond.

Now, Cliff thought, all three were dead, buried in the old water trough he had used as their coffin. He had carefully arranged both Mary and Carrie to lay cradled in Jack's protective arms and the barn door had been used as a lid to shield them from any dangers that lay below.

Cliff ran his shirtsleeve across his face to rid himself of the water that trickled down his cheeks, shaking his head as if to discard himself of all the memories he had of Carrie. Yet, the memories persisted in his mind as he thought of how his little sister had always found ways to tag along after him when they were just kids. The two of them were almost inseparable, or so she had thought anyway.

Breathing deeply Cliff muttered in a low voice, “Now, all of you are dead.” It seemed to be so unfair to him. Looking towards the heavens he shouted, “Why, God, could you have not spared them! They never hurt nobody.” Cliff's body trembled as he tried to get his feelings back under control.

Whoever had done this had botched the job. It had all the signs of Indian butchery, but even a blind man could see that all the horses had been shoed and the “Indians” wore boots. No, Cliff thought, this was the work of some no-good, worthless scum. Oh, they had burned everything down, they had even scalped everyone, including little Mary, but the prints told the real truth.

When he had filled the grave full of dirt and carved a somewhat proper marker, Cliff scouted the area and finally sorted out which way the killers had gone. There were four of them in all, and when they left Jack's place, they had driven off all the horses he and Jack had rounded up and broken to sell to the army. 

The trail was easily followed; the murderers must not have figured pursuit would be so quick in coming. They had not even taken the time nor the pains to try to hide which direction they were headed. Cliff couldn't be certain where the trail would end up but judging by their trail they left behind they were headed in the general direction of Fort Worth. That had been his and Jack's original plan to start with. The army needed horses and they were always willing to pay top dollar for good solid mounts.

Cliff followed their tracks for five days without getting in sight of the men he was after. Their trail would head north for a while then it would veer off, head more of a westerly direction, and then cut back east. Yet, one thing always remained true. No matter which direction they went, their trail would always return to the north and Fort Worth. With each change of direction these men took, Cliff was sure to come up on the remnants of a burned-out farm or ranch. The women and female children all had been violated, just like Carrie and little Mary. Each time Cliff's stomach would churn and eventually empty its contents upon the ground at such horrible sights. Even though it would cost him precious time, he could not just ride off and leave the remains of helpless women and children for the varmints to feast on. Each time he would resume his manhunt with new vigor and anger that burned all the way down to his boots.

On the sixth night, Cliff caught a faint whiff of smoke coming from a campfire. He knew that he must be close, although he was on the downwind side of the fire. He also figured that he was at least another two days from Fort Worth.

Cliff reined his brown stallion in, dismounted, and tethered him in a shallow draw. Even though he figured the camp was probably still a ways off, he didn't want to chance the stallion making any loud noise to alert the camp that he was anywhere around. His only chance to pull this off was to catch them by total surprise. Now all he had to do was to follow his nose and watch his step. Armed with the heavy Colts that rested on his lean hips, the large bowie knife that was sheathed in his right boot, and his Henry rifle, he proceeded with caution.

Cliff believed this would probably end up being a close-up job, that is, if everything worked out according to his plan. The Henry rifle was just an added precaution in case. Cliff slipped slowly through the thick under growth taking care not to make any sound.

Once Cliff found the camp, he lay belly down on its outskirts. He was close enough to hear and see all four men as they made lewd comments about how one or another of their victims had struggled while they violated them, especially the young ones. Then they would burst into laughter as the whiskey bottle was passed among them.

All Cliff could do was lie still and not go charging into the bunch with pistols blazing. Yet, he knew if he did go charging in there, he would most likely be killed. No. What he needed to do was sit tight and wait. He could taste the faint trace of blood from where he had bitten his lip too hard. Cliff knew that he needed to wait a while to make sure that there was no more than four of them.

After several hours of steady vigilance, the men in the camp stretched out and were resting peacefully; some could be heard from their deep snores. The horses had been pushed hard during the day's drive and when these murderers did make camp, they were all content to just graze lazily and then bed down. Cliff guessed that there must be close to sixty head of stock in the herd.

Cliff still waited until the predawn hours before he decided that this must be all the men in camp. The man Cliff had heard called Charlie rolled out of his bedroll and went over to the outskirts of the camp to relieve himself. Cliff figured this would probably be his best chance, he would get this night.

Slipping his bowie knife out of his boot, Cliff left his place of hiding behind him along with his Henry rifle and began his careful stalk of the man standing there. When Cliff had slipped up behind the man and could hear the distinct sound of water as it hit the ground, Cliff, rising to his full height, grabbed a fist full of the man's hair and jerked his head backwards. The sharp edge of the bowie knife slid smoothly across the man's throat and almost severed the head completely off. Skin and spinal column was all that kept the head on. When the man's body fell to the ground with a loud thump, all hell broke loose in camp. It seemed that everyone in camp jumped up at the same time shouting and looking for something to shoot at.

The murderers didn't have to wait. Cliff untethered the twin Colts and started firing, all the while hot lead was buzzing by his own head like an angry hornet’s nest. Cliff could have sworn that some of the lead had come so close to him that it had singed the hair just above his ear.

Cliff's first shot caught the man standing in the middle right between the eyes. His skull exploded, like a ripe watermelon being dropped off a wagon. His second shot missed its target altogether, and the man turned and ran towards the brush that surrounded the camp. Before he left though, he snapped off a quick shot that puckered Cliff's left shirtsleeve. Cliff could feel a burning sensation where the bullet had burned his arm.

Cliff got off another quick shot this time it went into the back of the man's knee, exploding his kneecap. The man cried out in pain as he fell to the ground. The man turned to take another shot, but before he could squeeze the trigger, he was blown backwards by the heavy impact of Cliff's colt. The man was dead.

The fourth man had emptied his gun firing wildly, and Cliff's bullet hit him in the belly as he reloaded. The man hollered and sat down hard. He was dying and wanted Cliff to have mercy on him and finish the job quickly, but Cliff didn't.

Without any remorse, Cliff kicked the dying man's gun away so he couldn't get his hands on it and went about fixing himself some grub of the murders store.

The murderer soon died, and Cliff broke camp unhurriedly. After retrieving his own horse, Cliff began the task of tying the murders’ lifeless bodies belly down across their saddles. Cliff warred with his conscience about whether or not to leave them to rot out in the elements of nature. He finally came to the conclusion that even the vultures wouldn't be easily enticed to feast upon such scum. Then he thought about the other families that these men had murdered and decided to take them onto the fort with him. He figured that maybe it would help the army to sort things out. They might even send out a detail of men to investigate who the extra horses belonged to, and see that their kinfolks received what was rightfully theirs.

The herd was trail-wise by now, and all he had to do was to figure out which of the horses had been elected as the leader. Cliff had soon seen a motley colored mare take the lead and the rest started to follow her. Riding on up to her lead Cliff threw a loop over the mare's neck and started out towards Fort Worth. The horses with the dead bodies slung across them, leather squeaking with each step, followed behind. Cliff knew that there was a chance that a few might quit the herd, but he figured that most would follow. 

Riding into Fort Worth three days later, Cliff led the horses carrying the bodies of the murders over to the building marked as the Colonel's office. Between the sun and the heat, the bodies had ripened considerably. The flies swarmed in their open wounds, laying their eggs. For the most part the murderers were a ghastly sight, odiferous and swelling. 

The army paid him top dollar for all the horses that sported his brand, except for a few head he had kept out for pack animals. He had also extracted a promise from the Colonel to find out who had owned the others and forward any living kinfolks their rightful dues.

The Colonel also gave Cliff what he thought was some good advice. He had recognized the Bentine brothers from old “wanted” posters he had lying around his office. He had heard tell that their relations were a mean bunch for avenging their own.

Colonel John's had told Cliff to take his money and ride as far away as he could and then ride some more. He went on to say, “The kinfolks of these men will be after you as soon as they hear about this.” Cliff figured that this was probably some sound advice, and he really didn't want any more trouble. To stay anywhere around this neck of the woods would just be inviting it.

With the two thousand dollars he got from the sale of the horses and the three thousand he got from the reward on the four Bentine brothers, he decided to buy some supplies and arm himself for the trip ahead. He figured that he might just head on up to the gold fields he had heard so much about. That was just as soon as the Blackfeet were tamed down some.
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As the pinkish grey appeared in the eastern sky, the Crow encampment came alive with activity. Everyone went their different ways to relieve themselves and wash the sleep from their eyes. Water needed to be brought up from the gurgling stream and wood had to be gathered also. No one had any idea that before this day ended, disaster would have caused much sorrow on this beautiful day. Not that pain and sorrow were anything new for these plain Indian tribes. Warfare was the element of which all young warriors dreamed of.

Gentle Fawn smiled at her two daughters, Mourning Dove and Yellow Flower, and handed them a basket apiece saying, “Your father told me this morning before he went hunting that there was plenty of juicy berries not far from here. He said that they were nestled in a little valley just up the river a ways. I want you to pick enough so I can prepare them for the evening meal.” Grinning more to herself than anyone else, she added, “Your father said to tell Little Elk and Little Wolf to accompany you and stand watch while you are picking the berries.”

Licking her lips, Yellow Flower asked, “Are you going to sweeten them with honey?”

Laughing at her youngest daughter, Gentle Fawn replied, “Yes, and if you gather enough then you might be able to have a bigger portion. That is provided you do not eat them all up before they get in the basket.” She was clucking her tongue at Yellow Flower, thinking that this child never thought of anything but eating. She noted that her child was not what you would call seriously overweight, but stoutly built, with enough baby fat still on her to make her soft. One thing was for certain, boys were the furthest thing from this child's mind right now. In spite of that, she would slim up once the boys started making eyes at her. But, for now let her be as she is, Gentle Fawn thought.

On the other hand, her middle daughter Mourning Dove was budding out in the right places now. When she walked through the village, the young men seemed to forget what they were about and stared openly at her. She was almost as adept with bow, arrow and knife as the boys her own age. Thinking back, it was only a few summers ago that she had come back to the lodge filthy. Her hair was matted with dirt and grass. There was a big grin on her face as she told her father proudly about besting two boys in a wrestling match. As she became older and grew more aware of the boys, she quit competing so much with them.

“Is Bright Star going to come and help us?” Mourning Dove questioned, thinking that her older sister was always doing other things like learning to sew, tan hides, and cook. These skills were important ones that young maidens needed to learn before they took a husband. Only every now and again was Bright Star requested to go berry picking and to gather wood for the cook fires.

Clucking her tongue at Mourning Dove in irritation, Gentle Fawn said in a stern voice, “Your sister has got other things to do this morning. Now off with you two and do not be all day picking those berries. There is wood to gather, or the evening meal may not get cooked, then you’ll both have to answer to your father. So, may I suggest that you get started at once?”

As her two daughters made their way to join the other girls that were going berry picking with them, Gentle Fawn smiled. It was almost time for Mourning Dove to start her training in the way of the maidens, she thought. Laughing to herself, Gentle Fawn knew Mourning Dove might complain about these simple tasks she was doing now, but she also knew that her daughter surely would not welcome the day she started learning the way of the older maidens. She was much too active to sit for long periods of time, idly sewing moccasins and other things of dress. She had never seen a young maiden that became bored as quickly as Mourning Dove did. Shaking her head knowing that when this one did start her training she would probably have to be tied down. For this one a husband would have to be very attentive.

Taking a deep breath, her thoughts turned to her oldest daughter, Bright Star. Gentle Fawn couldn't understand why Bright Star had rejected the many offers to marry. Gentle Fawn knew that there was nothing wrong with her. She also knew that Bright Star did enjoy the attention she received from all the young warriors. Bright Star just did not seem seriously interested in any of her suitors. If she did not pick someone soon, then her father would choose for her. Ducking her head, she went back inside the tipi and gathered up the moccasins that she was making for her husband, Black Feather.

Gentle Fawn was busy fashioning the footwear  when she looked up as Bright Star came into the lodge asking, “Has father returned from his hunting trip yet?” her voice holding an edge of excitement in it.

“No, he should be gone until mid-evening. Why do you ask,?” curiosity in her voice.

“I was wanting to see if this shirt would fit him,” she answered holding up the soft white shirt she had made from elk skins. Bright Star was proud of her needlework, and the way her face beamed as she held it up for her mother to look at showed it. She had worked hard tanning the hide herself and had worked the skin until it was so very soft. Then she had sown colorful beads and wild turkey quills in it for the upcoming celebration just two months away.

Gentle Fawn looked on in wonderment at the beautiful shirt. She knew that her daughter had put in a lot of long hours and hard work to make it and the craftsmanship her daughter possessed did not go unnoticed. However, Bright Star should have been making this shirt for her own husband, or at least for some special warrior that had caught her eye. This would be an opportune time to have a little talk with her. Gentle Fawn seeing the look that flashed over Bright Star's face told her that she knew what was coming next.

“I know that your father will be proud to wear this shirt. He will show it off to all the eligible young warriors and tell them that his eldest daughter made it for him. You will have all the young men flocking around you. All of them will want you to sew shirts for them.” Gentle Fawn chided Bright Star, laughing, making sure the insinuation was left open to Bright Star that if she did not choose a husband soon, her days would be filled with loneliness. Bright Star would surely find solitude only by sewing for others. Taking in a deep breath, she sighed. She knew that at least her daughter would not go hungry.

Lowering her eyes, Bright Star knew what her mother meant and did not relish the idea of carrying on such a conversation now. It was then that Bright Star decided that she might as well go on and tell her mother her true feelings. Maybe she would understand why she had not chosen a husband. The young men openly stared at her, and some even wanted to marry her. However, she felt that was because she was Black Feather's daughter. Marrying the chief's daughter would automatically enhance the lucky warrior's status in the village. He would become a powerful and important person overnight.

Ever since she had been strong enough to pull back a bowstring with the boys her own size, she had worked hard to be the best and make her father proud of her. Not only could she hold her own with most boys, but bested the biggest portion of them. She guessed that was what was wrong with the young warriors in her village. She had beaten them at their own games too many times and could probably still do it. 

Clearing her throat, she met her mother's gaze, Bright Star addressed the situation at hand the best way she knew how, head on. “Mother, I know that I am past the prime of marrying age. I also enjoy the attention that all the young braves show me. So far, though, I have not found the one special warrior that makes me feel anything warm inside.” 

She was shrugging her shoulders as she thought about the things that her wise mother had told her of her own courtship. “Do you remember telling me how you felt when you started your own courtship?” Lowering her head and biting at her lower lip she continued, “I know that both you and father are disappointed in me for not choosing someone already. But none of the young men in our village has ever held my attention for very long, and certainly not one of them has made my eyes sparkle. Maybe when we join the other villages for the celebration, I will find someone.”

Gentle Fawn reached out with her fingers and gently raised Bright Star's head up so she would have her full attention. In a voice that was stern and slightly trembling, she wanted her daughter to realize that her father was serious in his treat. “You know that if you do not choose someone soon of your own choice, then your father will choose for you.” Smiling at her daughter she asked, “Then, what will you do?”

Nodding her head that she knew what her mother said was true, Bright Star finally answered her mother as truthfully as she could. “I am a good daughter, and I will abide by my father's wishes. If I do not choose someone by the end of the celebration, then I will dutifully marry whomever my father wishes. Even though I will never be truly happy with this man, I will bear him strong sons and make him a good wife."

Gentle Fawn knew that her daughter meant what she had said and her heart cried out for her. Nevertheless, it would soon be out of her hands. 

“Leave the shirt here, and I will have your father try it on when he comes back from hunting.” Giving a laugh, she confessed to her daughter, “I do not know what he will do with two new shirts to wear to the sun dance.” She shook her head at the thought of what Black Feather's reaction would be. “Why don’t you go and help your sisters pick berries and think about our talk? Your sisters should have been back by now. Make sure that you hurry them up some.” 

As if giving a second thought to the last statement she grinned and added,” Make sure that Yellow Flower does not get sick from eating too many berries. It is doubtful that Mourning Dove has given her full attention. She was probably too busy flirting and teasing Little Elk and Little Wolf.”

Bright Star stifled a laugh at the thought of Little Elk and Little Wolf being at the merciless hands of her sister and her friend, Mountain Flower. Knowing her middle sister as she did, Mourning Dove had probably teased those two young braves well beyond their limitations. She had to give Mourning Dove her due, she knew what she was about.

Knowing how Yellow Flower like to eat, especially sweets, she figured that the child was probably already sick or thereabout. Bright Star hurried out of her mother's lodge glad to close the subject about being an old maid, at least for now. She could feel the warm sun on her face, and the wind moving through her loose hair as she walked along. Her mind was pondering so many questions, hoping to derive at some possible answers. What was she really going to do? What type of brave would she find at the celebration? Or what type of brave would her father choose, if she decided not to choose for herself? What would her life be like living with a man she did not love?

Bright Star shuddered as a cold chill went up her spine with these thoughts going through her head. She was so distracted with her own thoughts that she failed to notice the small black specks gliding through the air over the berry patch.

Mourning Dove looked from her basket to Yellow Flower's basket and noticed that her sister didn't have very many berries gathered. She could not help but to laugh as Yellow Flower's face showed much evidence of berry stains all around her mouth. Clucking her tongue, much as her mother always did when her children were misbehaving. Mourning Dove finally told her little sister in a stern voice, “If you do not quit eating so many berries there will not be enough for the evening meal. We will be out here all day, and you will not get any for supper. Father will be angry also.”

Mourning Dove chided herself for not watching her sister more closely, all the while trying to justify her own actions for teasing those two young braves that were supposed to be watching out for danger. She and Mountain Flower had both teased them unmercifully. By all rights, they should be angry with them both. She didn't actually know what the young braves would do, but she did know that they feared Black Feather's anger when it came too his daughters. In spite of that, every time either of them bent over letting their hind end stick out in the direction of the braves, what made it all the better was the fact that the doeskin dresses would stretch tight over their hips. They knew it would be hard for the braves to keep their attention on what they were supposed to be doing. They knew that they had Little Elk and Little Wolf's full attention.

The giggling that came from Mountain Flower and Prairie Flower only made Yellow Flower angry. As she solemnly picked at the fat juicy berries, her lips pushed out showing that she was in a sullen mood. Neither one of them knew of the danger lurking close by.

Finally, Yellow Flower had enough of the teasing her sister and her friends were giving her. “If you tell mother that I've been eating so many berries, then I will tell her just how you and Mountain Flower have been shaking your rear ends keeping the lookouts distracted,” she warned. She knew that she wouldn't make good the threat because she loved her sister. All she wanted to do was to make them quit poking so much fun at her. Besides, she didn't want her sister to get into trouble.

Mourning Dove stood up and just looked at her little sister for a few moments, as if trying to figure out whether or not she would tell. Not that she cared for herself, but if Black Feather ever found out that the sentries had been distracted by something that she had done, Little Elk and Little Wolf would be in serious trouble. She started to speak, but then thought better of it and kept quiet. Instead of being separated like they normally would have been, the two sentries were up on top of a grassy knoll overlooking the little valley where the girls were picking berries. They did not think that there would be any danger this close to the village. The Crow village was not but about a mile away. No one in their right mind would dare risk getting caught that close. It would mean sure death to anyone attempting such an act.

Where the two young braves stood, they had a good field of vision of the area. They also had a real good view of Mourning Dove and Mountain Flower, especially when the two girls bent over and wiggled their butts their way. They both knew that the two maidens were just teasing them. Neither of them had undergone the training they needed for marriage yet. While they watched the girls doing their antics, their breechcloths kept getting uncomfortable. Yet, one had to admire the two budding maidens, they were something to look at. And more so, a man could have a very uncomfortable night with their dreams filled with the memories of these two young maidens.

When Mourning Dove and Mountain Flower knew that they had the braves’ undivided attention they would wiggle their hips. Both braves strained their eyes at these antics, betting well naturally on just how far these two females would go to attract their attention.

Little Elk and Little Wolf were both junior warriors and even though they had both been on raids and had counted coup, they were still considered inexperienced. Such was the reason that they were given less meaningful jobs as this one. Although neither one of the young warriors minded in the least guarding such fine maidens as these, especially when they could look at Mourning Dove and Mountain Flower. Both maidens were blooming out fast and would be of marrying age in a couple of years, both young braves were trying to fall into the good graces of either young maiden. They marveled at the way their breasts pushed against the front of their soft doeskin dresses. It was trying to keep their eyes off of the girls. 

Since neither brave had ever witnessed another tribe attacking Black Feather's village, they did not think of any immediate danger. When all the birds and insects stopped chirping and all was silent, neither of them knew that would be their undoing laying all their training to the wind as they watched the playful maidens.

Black Eagle, the Cheyenne war chief, motioned to his warriors to start their slow advancement towards the girls and the two sentries. They had been watching the mischievous way the girls were teasing the lookouts. His own breechcloth had grown uncomfortable just watching the maidens. He noticed that every time the girls bent over from the waist, the split in the side of their dresses would open up as the dress rode up their legs. The effects were heartening by doing this act, the girls were exposing a goodly amount of tanned olive-colored skin. Black Eagle could clearly see the eagerness of his warriors as they watched on.

Black Eagle signaled to Kill Deer to take care of one of the lookouts, he would do for the other one. They both would use their skinning knives because it was a must to have a silent kill. If anyone should happen upon them, or hear any commotion that was not normal, then the whole Crow encampment would be alerted and all would be lost. The two sentries were standing close together and not spaced out as they should have been. If they had had more experience, they'd have known better. The kill would have to be done as one or the mission might fail, costing him and his warriors their lives.

Little Elk was paying no more attention to his surroundings than his companion Little Wolf was. Moments before the Cheyenne launched their attack Little Elk sensed something was wrong. Not only had the birds stopped chirping, but a cold chill went up and down his spine. Straining his eyes, he saw no movements, save for only the rustling of the dry buffalo grass as the wind blew gently through it.

Little Elk turned to look behind him to see what made the grass rustle so loud, he felt the sharp point of a knife as it slashed into his belly. The hand on the knife gave a sudden jerk upwards, the blade slicing through some of his vital organs. The warning that had formed on his lips died still in his mouth.

Little Wolf was in no better shape. Before he could turn to answer the challenge, he felt the hands that grabbed him from behind and the cold steel as it sliced across his throat, shutting off any warning that he might have given.

Prairie Flower looked around to see if Little Elk and Little Wolf were still looking at her older sister and Mourning Dove.

Even though, she was much younger than the two older maiden, she secretly wished that she was old enough to partake in the mischief with her sister. She and Yellow Flower had talked about it once before, but Yellow Flower could think of nothing but food. Sometimes she wondered what would happen to her friend. Would she grow old and too fat for a warrior to claim as his own? “Loo-—!” she shouted to the other girls.

Mourning Dove and Mountain Flower turned at the same time and saw the big burly Cheyenne warrior's knife whip through the throat of Little Wolf. Little Elk was nowhere to be seen. Guessing that he had been killed, Mourning Dove encouraged her friends to run as fast as they could back towards the village for help.

Black Eagle grunted with satisfaction as he watched the blood from these two Crow dogs run freely through the grass. Satisfied with a job well done he looked to see if his other warriors had seized the prisoners.

Mountain Flower and Mourning Dove hurried the two younger girls back towards the village. In all the confusion, Mountain Flower and her little sister were in the lead and running swiftly. All the girls were aware that the Cheyenne warriors were chasing them and closing in fast.

Yellow Flower was somewhat heavier than and not as fast as the other girl her own age. Mourning Dove stayed back in order to help her little sister to her feet after she had stumbled and fallen. She did not know how, without any real weapons, she was going to protect her. Thinking fast she remembered the knife she carried dangling from a thin rawhide string tied around her waist underneath her dress. Pulling her knife from its sheath, Mourning Dove turned to meet the angry braves. She was hoping that by giving her own life then Yellow Flower's life would be spared.

Black Eagle saw quickly that things were not going the way he intended. The girl had seen them kill the sentries and sounded the alarm too soon. Three warriors who were in hot pursuit of the maidens were not going to reach the two girls in the lead. They both had not hesitated to make a hasty retreat from his oncoming warriors and were well ahead of the two slower girls.

Mountain Flower did not dare look back to see where her friends were for fear she might trip and fall in the tall grass not making good her own escape. The village must be warned at all cost.

Black Eagle signaled Kill Deer to stop the two girls in the lead before they got too far out of range. He knew that the Crow village was just to the north a little ways. Just how far he was not sure, but usually these young maidens were not allowed too far from home, unless they had a much larger escort. He was sure they could not afford for the two girls to reach their village and sound a warning. It was very doubtful that any of his warriors would be able to outrun these Crows on fresh horses. His ponies had come a long way and needed at least a day’s rest before they would be in any shape for a life and death race.

Black Eagle and Kill Deer both notched their arrows and after taking steady aim, they released the feathered missiles. The twang sound of the bowstring as the arrows flew towards their victims was music to the Cheyennes' ears. Mountain Flower was struck in the neck at the base of her skull, severing her spinal cord. The force of the arrow as it struck knocked her sprawling face first on the ground. She lay still with a shocked expression on her face as her blood pooled on the ground underneath her. She was dead, her spirit ghost had already left her body and was on its long journey towards the spirit world.

Black Eagle's arrow caught Prairie Flower between her shoulder blades. Although, she was not as lucky as her sister, Prairie Flower lay there paralyzed unable to move. When Black Eagle reached the girl, her eyes just stared up at him, a tear trailing down her right cheek. Drawing his knife, he cut the dress off of her quivering body exposing it to the elements of nature. Then he cut off her twin braids as close to her scalp as he could. He noticed that her naked form was trembling as he raised his tomahawk. “N... no... please...,” she tried to

plead, but her lips would make no sound. Blood and brains splattered everywhere as the tomahawk plunged deep into her skull. The sharp pain that she felt as the weapon crushed into the bone of her skull was the last thing she remembered. Then her spirit soared above her to join up with that of her sister's to make the journey across into the spirit world. Her eyes stared wide open into the sunny sky.

Yellow Flower was not lucky enough to have escaped either. Two of the Cheyenne warriors had caught up to her when she had tripped and fell the second time. She had been so scared that her feet seemed to get tangled up in everything. She glared up as Mourning Dove stood over her with her knife drawn, squeezing her eyes shut in anticipation of the sharp pain that she knew was sure to come.

Realizing that they were trapped and soon to be captured, Mourning Dove saw no other way out. She and Yellow Flower were not going to be as lucky as their friends were. Quickly she lunged at Yellow Flower with her knife held tight in her hand, thinking the whole time, would she be able to kill her own sister if she could then she would be spared the torture and humiliation of being repeatedly violated by these savage creatures?

Black Eagle would have liked nothing better than to have a little sport with such a lively a creature as this little vixen surely was. Too bad time was of an essence, the Crow village was just too close for his liking and they needed to be on the move.

When Black Eagle saw this little hellcat lunge towards the younger girl with knife drawn, he stepped in quickly and grabbed her wrist causing her to scream out in pain. Mourning Dove dropped the knife but turned her full fury at him. She attacked his face with all the rage of a wild cat trying to claw his eyes out and kicked him as hard as she could in the shin. She knew that she was causing him pain because she could hear him grunt.

Suddenly her lights went out; she was in total darkness as she sagged to her knees. When Black Eagle had had enough, he hit her on the chin with his fist. Looking around hastily, he spoke to his warriors, “Get these two on a horse and hold them on tight. We must get out of the Crow territory quickly.”

As soon as she had escaped her mother's lodge, Bright Star walked along enjoying the gentle breeze caressing her face and playing the devil with her loose hair. She thought of her own predicament only briefly. Before long, she was conveniently lost in the beauty of nature. Oh, how she missed the carefree years of her youth. As she slowly walked along, she stopped close to the stream and watched an otter lazily sunning himself on a fallen log. She had also glimpsed several rabbits playing hide and seek close to the creek in the thick brush. She still had not lifted her eyes towards the sky, for if she had, she would have seen the black and crimson vultures circling over the blackberry patch.

As she climbed the knoll overlooking the little valley hiding the berry vines, she was not prepared for what she found. First, hot bile rose in her throat at the sight of Little Elk and Little Wolf, as they lay sprawled on the ground scalped. Not wasting any time, she started running back towards the village of her father as fast as her legs would carry her. She had to stop twice to wretch up the contents of her stomach upon the prairie sod.

Black Feather had just arrived home and was unloading a big fat doe from his horse. His face turned grim as he watched his oldest daughter race as fast as she could towards him shouting at the top of her lungs. He knew something was amiss; someone had to be in danger. By the time he had mounted his stallion, the other braves that had ridden out hunting with him had also remounted and were following him to where Bright Star was. Trying to catch her breath she pointed towards the berry patch and shouted, “Hur... hurry!”

Black Feather left a junior warrior with her to help her back to camp while he rode on. Upon seeing the gory, crimson remains of Little Elk, Little Wolf, Mountain Flower and Prairie Flower, he let out a blood-curdling scream. Then his face became a mask, and no one could mistake the hatred in his eyes as he shouted orders.
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CHAPTER 2
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Being alone on the open prairie sharpened a body's hearing, Cliff thought to himself. Straining his ears, he could identify most of the sounds close by. There were the muffled sounds of the Mexican spade bit as it clinked together, metal on metal, while the powerfully built buckskin stallion chomped steadily on the short, sweet grama grass near the stream. Normally he would have removed the bit so the stallion's mouth would be free of any obstacles, that way he could enjoy eating his meal better. Although things seemed quiet enough at the present, it might not be that way for long. Anyone that head lived on the frontier for very long knew not to throw caution to the wind. Besides, this was not the place of his final camp for the night.

The man that owned the yellow stallion and the string of other horses was a man of medium build. His loose-fitting shirt concealed firm muscles and sinew that only his twenty-eight years of hard work could put on a man. His hands showed calluses, another reminder of the hard work he had been doing over the short early years of his life.

Cliff Parker squatted by his small, smokeless fire and squinted into the afternoon sun. Looking around he knew that his was a good spot for a body to make camp as any, most likely he wouldn't find another like this around close. There was plenty of water and dry fuel for his fire. Yes sir, just the kind of camp almost anyone would pick, including the Indians and his enemies that were sure to follow along on his back trail. At the fort where he had sold the horses and turned over the bodies of the four murdering horse thieves, he had not kept it a secret as to where he would be heading. So,  if asked,  he was sure any number of people could identify him. Even the Colonel in charge of the fort had warned him that the Bentine brothers came from a large clan. The warning had been to watch his back trail and if anyone should be trailing him, just shoot straight and don't ask any questions until after the gun smoke cleared. That had sounded like good sound advice, he thought.

Since the absence of the army during the great war, the Indians had been mostly left alone to do as they wished. During the war between the states, the only cavalry left on the frontier was sparse, so many of the forts had been burned as soon as the soldiers had abandoned them to go and fight in the northern states.

Now since the war was over and the cavalry was coming back, the nomadic tribes were on the defensive again. Everyone was fair game for these bloodthirsty savages on the prowl. This was one of the reasons he had decided on this venture way out here in the middle of nowhere. His enemies would have the same problems that he would have. If they made it through this country alive, then he would have to kill them, provided that he survived this wilderness himself. The Colonel had been good enough to give him a couple of different last names that were related to the Bentine Clan. Thompson, and let’s see he thought, oh yes, there were the Smiths and the Williams’ boys. All these were distant kin to the murderous scum that killed the only family he had left.

Taking in a deep breath, Cliff knew that despite the availability of fuel and water that this campsite afforded, he would not stay the night here. Using his better judgment, he decided that he would ride on maybe ten, twelve more miles before making a cold camp for the night. After all, he had plenty of jerked venison he had made several days before. He was hopeful in finding a place with a heavy stand of growth, to shield him from view, on up the line someplace.

Rising up to his full height of five feet-ten inches he stretched his stiff, sore muscles, until he thought that he had all the kinks stretched out of them. Picking up the blackened coffee pot he poured the used coffee grounds into the hot coals of his fire. With the fire out he filled in the hole he had built it in so it would be easier to conceal once he was through. After he packed the dirt in the hole he smoothed it over and scattered rocks over the top of it. After surveying his job he gathered the coffee pot and went to the stream to wash it out.

Cliff led his stock to the stream and let them drink their fill before pulling out. While the animals drank he walked away from the stream to relieve himself, looking back at the animals as they drank. He had six good strong mares in all, they were all bred to the stallion he was riding during the early part of his journey and would foal by early spring.

When the big stallion had finished drinking he stood with his head held high as if sniffing the wind. Cliff loosened the knot on the bandanna he wore around his neck and marveled at the heat. Even though it was the early part of June the heat was already bad. Cliff thought that once he was farther north it might not be as hot, or at least he hoped that it wouldn't be. After wetting his hair he washed the bandanna out again and retied it back around his neck loosely. Taking his fingers he combed them through his stock of thick unruly hair. Running his hand over his unshaven jaw, he thought given a few more days his whiskers would be almost as long as his mustache. This he knew he would take care of later, but for now he must move on.

Donning his hat he tied the lead ropes of each packhorse to the tail of the one in front of him. That would allow them to be able to follow in a much more orderly fashion and not get tangled up in the lead ropes of the other animals. Of the six- pack horses, only four were used to actually carry packs The other two mares wore extra in case they were needed for whatever.

Gathering up the bridle reins, Cliff swung up into his Texas double-rigged saddle. He liked this saddle because of the double cinches. The second cinch was added so a cowboy could rope a yearling calf, and then dismount and throw the yearling on its side for the branding iron. On a single cinch saddle a rider had to stay on his horse and let someone else throw the calf. This worked fine unless you were working shorthanded. Touching spurs to the stallion's sides he waded off into the stream. He would follow this for a while to make it harder for anyone to track him if they cared to. After a mile of so Cliff left the stream letting the stallion climb out on a rocky shelf, then headed north keeping to the low areas and the timber where there was such. Serving in the war had taught him much about survival, like not to skyline himself from the tops of hills and such, especially when traveling through enemy country.

Cliff had no particular place to be now since the only family he
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