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Chapter 1
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New Mexico Territory

1886

3 months earlier...

In the eerie stillness of the frontier, a storm brewed on the horizon. Blackwolf and his ruthless band of Jicarilla Apache rode forth, a menacing shadow stretching across the arid landscape. Each warrior, fierce and unyielding, painted a picture of death and mayhem. Though only seventy strong, they fought with the ferocity of seven hundred, the echo of their whoops and hollers ringing through the valley. The ground trembled beneath the hooves of their horses as they thundered toward the ranch, a place of tranquility now teetering on the brink of annihilation.

At the outskirts, the rancher stood resolute, the weight of his family’s safety heavy upon his shoulders. Inside, the air was thick with fear as his loved ones scrambled to the root cellar, hiding from the encroaching doom. With steely determination, he took aim, his heart pounding in tandem with the rhythm of impending violence. One shot, two shots—Apache warriors fell like rag dolls, their bodies crumpling midst the shouts of their brethren. But Blackwolf was far from finished.

The Jicarilla Apache focused their attention, fury igniting their intent as they unleashed a volley of flaming arrows towards the rancher. The arrows arched through the twilight, catching the last rays of sun before plunging into their target. The rancher gasped as the fire consumed him, his life extinguished before he could take another breath. 

With a guttural roar, Blackwolf commanded his braves, “Torch the house!” Flames engulfed the wooden structure, licking at the sky, a funeral pyre for hope itself.

Within the inferno, looting took precedence over grief. The warriors, drawn by the promises of riches and trophies, ransacked the ranch house’s remnants, their excitement palpable midst the chaos. The screams of the woman—his wife—pierced through the clamorous shouts of victory. 

“Bring me the woman!” Blackwolf commanded, drawn to the anguished cries that echoed like sirens amid the flames.

With savage glee, the braves breached the cellar door, their stolen Winchester rifles blazing as they fired into the darkness below. The flames caught the wood, igniting the very earth underfoot as they sought out their prize. 

Suddenly, the cellar door burst open, and the rancher’s wife emerged like a phantom—eyes wide with terror—as she darted toward the well, the only sanctuary within sight.

But fate had woven a cruel tapestry. Blackwolf’s rifle barked one last time, a cruel finality slicing through the air as his bullet struck true, hitting her in the back. She stumbled, her body faltering, collapsing on the ground in a tragic spray of dust and despair.

With a maniacal laugh that thundered in his chest, Blackwolf fired a shot into the sky, a herald of his vile triumph. “Death to all white eyes!” he bellowed in Apache, his voice a chilling anthem of conquest. The flames danced hungrily in response, swirling around the ashes of the ranch, claiming both the land and its legacy in a fierce embrace of devastation. The night closed in, and the west was forever stained by the brutal legacy of Blackwolf and his unforgiving band of Apache.

****
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The sun hung low over the horizon as Major Ned Jothan Elmstone and his platoon galloped out from Fort Holman. The vast expanse of the New Mexico landscape spread before them, but there was an unsettling stillness in the air, a disquiet that seemed to whisper of trouble lurking beyond their sight. As they approached the Bisbee ranch, the first signs of calamity became tragically evident. The once-thriving homestead was nothing more than a charred skeleton of its former self, smoldering embers and splintered wood marking the scene of a vicious attack.

Major Elmstone dismounted, the weight of the unfolding tragedy heavy on his heart. He trudged towards the bodies sprawled midst the wreckage, identifying the woman, Mrs. Bisbee, her once vibrant spirit now reduced to silence. Nearby, Mr. Bisbee lay lifeless, a grim testament to the violence that had shattered their lives. “I want a burial detail up front this instant,” he ordered, his voice taut, resolute, channeling his grief into action.

Captain Oliver Gaylord Brownsmith, glancing over his shoulder at the devastation that littered the ranch, asked, “What do you make of it, Major?” The question hung in the air, thick with despair. 

“It’s the work of Blackwolf, I’m sure of it, Captain.” 

Damn that Colonel Pinch, I told him to close the valley. But he wouldn’t listen,” Elmstone replied, his frustration seeping through the cracks of sorrow.

Dismayed by the horror of it all, Captain Brownsmith squatted low, scrutinizing the ground. “Look, Major, Sir, these rifle shots were made from repeaters.” 

A chill traced Elmstone’s spine as he recognized the potential implications. He walked over, bent down at the waist, and examined the bodies more closely, the details sharpened by a resolve to seek justice. “Yep, those shell casings belong to a Winchester repeating rifle,” he affirmed with a grim nod.

“Wonder if those are the very same that were stolen a week ago,” mused Brownsmith, his brow furrowing in thought. 

“Most likely, Captain Brownsmith. You take a few men back to Fort Holman. The rest of the men will ride with me,” commanded Major Elmstone, his tone biting with determination as he prepared himself for the confrontation ahead. They saluted, the air heavy with purpose, before riding off in different directions—one toward retribution, the other toward an ever-broadening horizon of uncertainty.

As he galloped away from the tragic scene, Major Elmstone felt a mingling of anger and duty ignite within him. The loss of the Bisbees would not be forgotten; it would serve only to fuel his quest against those who dared to wreak havoc on the innocent. The open plain stretched before him, fraught with danger yet beckoning him forward into the unknown—a world where honor and vengeance danced dangerously close together.

****
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The sun hung low in the sky, casting an amber glow over Fort Holman as shadows lengthened in the late afternoon. Captain Brownsmith paced his office, casting glances out the window, where the wind stirred the tall grasses that surrounded the outpost. Anxiety gnawed at his insides; Major Elmstone had been gone too long. The mission was clear, but Brownsmith couldn’t shake the sense of foreboding that had settled over him like a heavy shroud.

“Lieutenant Popkiss!” he hollered, his voice echoing against the weathered walls.

The door swung open, and Lieutenant Popkiss appeared, his face reflecting concern. “Yes, Captain?”

Brownsmith’s jaw tightened as he relayed his fears, his voice steady but tinged with urgency. “I’m worried about the major. He hasn’t returned. I feel something awful has happened to him. Would you take a squad and track him down... bring him home?”

Popkiss frowned, eyebrows furrowing. “You think something has happened to the Major, Captain?”

“I do. And it’s your job to sniff out the trouble, Dan,” Brownsmith responded, his tone brooking no argument. He held Popkiss’s gaze, the weight of command heavy upon him.

With a resolute nod, Popkiss saluted. “Understood, Sir.” He turned on his heel, quickly assembling a small squad of seasoned soldiers, their expressions a mix of determination and worry as they prepared for the imminent journey into the wild. The atmosphere crackled with the unsaid fears that loomed over them all.

“And watch out for Apache!” Brownsmith shouted after them, his voice slicing through the stillness. The men nodded, the gravity of their commander’s words settling in. The Apache lived like shadows, fierce and unpredictable, and the vast, open landscape offered both beauty and peril.

As the squad mounted their horses and galloped away from Fort Holman, the weight of the mission pressed upon them. Dust kicked up behind them, swirling like the uncertainty that surrounded Major Elmstone’s fate. The setting sun heralded a night full of mysteries yet to unfold, and all they could do was ride into the unknown, driven by loyalty—and dread.

****
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Lieutenant Dan Hezekiah Popkiss stood at the edge of the rugged landscape, with the sun dipping low in the sky, casting long shadows across the arid terrain. The horizon, painted in shades of orange and deep purple, reflected the tension hanging in the air, akin to the dust swirling at their boots. He scanned the rocky outcrops and sparse brush, his eyes sharp and vigilant, always aware of the volatile world around him. Reports had trailed them like ghosts, whispering of Apache warriors acquiring the formidable repeating Winchester rifles—game-changers in the hands of those prepared to fight for their land.

Next to him, Sergeant Isaiah Caesar Lenville adjusted his hat, the brim casting a shadow over his furrowed brow. The waning light of dusk draped the desert in a glowing palette of oranges and purples, a stark contrast to the tension that coiled in the air. Lenville was a man who had earned his stripes through years of hard service, a quiet support carrying the weight of experience in his steady demeanor. “Lieutenant,” he said, his voice a low rumble as he squinted into the distance, “We should keep moving. If the Apache are armed with stolen Winchesters, like we’ve heard rumors, we can’t afford to underestimate their capability or their resolve.”

Lieutenant Popkiss’s jaw tightened, his youthful bravado masking the knot of worry that coiled in his stomach like a rattlesnake. “We’re not leaving till we come across Major Elmstone or any of his men,” he asserted, determination lacing his tone. The lieutenant’s golden epaulettes gleamed briefly as he gestured toward the horizon, a small but steady flicker of authority midst the unsettling uncertainty of their mission.

“Yes, Lieutenant. You heard the lieutenant Men,” Sergeant Lenville replied, his voice measured and steady, laced with the gravity of the situation. His mind worked quickly, weighing the risks versus the orders. Before he could continue, the breath of the desert wind seemed to carry the words of Corporal Robert Silas Aldithley, breaking through with a sudden alertness that pricked the attention of his comrades.

“I see something!” the corporal exclaimed, fervor igniting his voice. The adrenaline of discovery flushed through the young man, his blue eyes wide and darting. 

“I’ll thrash you for... let me see that,” said Sergeant Lenville, frustration etching lines across his weathered face. He yanked the binoculars away from the eager corporal, focusing intently on the hillock that loomed against the fading sun. “There does appear to be something over the rise, Lieutenant,” said Sergeant Lenville, his voice low yet imbued with a steady interest. The moment felt pivotal, a crossroad where hope and danger intertwined like serpents in the grass.

“Go check it out,” said Lieutenant Popkiss, his voice steady, but his heart racing with apprehension. The air around them was thick with potential; the whisper of uncertainty hung like a shadow, stretching long as the sun dipped below the horizon.

“Yes, sir,” replied Sergeant Lenville, his mind already calculating the course ahead. He gestured for the corporal to follow, casting a reassuring glance at Popkiss before stepping into the unknown. The dusk settled grandly upon them, the desert’s silence profound, a backdrop for the unseen battles to come.

Sergeant Lenville and a selected few rode their mounts over the next rise, the air thick with tension and the acrid scent of gunpowder. As they crested the hill, a grim tableau unfolded before them: Major Elmstone’s men, who had once ridden with pride and purpose, now lay scattered across the ground like discarded marionettes, lifeless against the parched earth. The horses roamed free, their eyes wide with fear, the only living remnants of a massacre.

“Private Doughtry, ride back and report to the lieutenant that we found the major and his men,” commanded Sergeant Lenville. 

Private Doughtry exhaled sharply, a weight settling on his shoulders as he turned back towards the camp. The road ahead felt ever longer, each hoofbeat echoing the dread he carried. As he approached Lieutenant Popkiss, the air felt heavy with unspoken words. 

“Report, Private Doughtry,” the lieutenant demanded, his gaze piercing.

“We found the major and his men. It’s not pretty, Lieutenant,” Private Doughtry replied, his voice barely above a whisper. He avoided meeting the lieutenant’s eyes, knowing he bore news that would shatter the fragile composure of their unit.
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Chapter 2
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The rest of the men rode over to the rise where Sergeant Lenville stood solemnly, already organizing a burial detail. Lieutenant Popkiss pulled back on his reins, his heart sinking as he grasped the full horror of the sight unfolding before him.

“Damn! Blackwolf?” the lieutenant questioned, disbelief and fury mingling in his voice.

“I can’t say, Sir, but I imagine so, Lieutenant. Only Apache can do this type of slaughtering,” Sergeant Lenville replied grimly, scanning the vast, desolate landscape. The ground was littered with the fallen — shot to pieces, their lifeless forms stripped of dignity. Scalps lay as macabre trophies, a testament to brutality, while the horses stood eerily silent, their hearts still pounding in a world gone awry.

Dan, one of the soldiers in Lenville’s small contingent, surveyed the scene with a feeling of dread clawing up from his gut. The sight was unbearable. Men he’d known only weeks, shared campfires and laughter with, now lay at the mercy of the elements, and unspeakable fates. The silence was deafening, broken only by the sounds of snorting horses, their breath mingling with the dust that hung in the air.

As the details of the burial were organized, Dan felt the bitter pang of loss blossom within him. They had come to this place with purpose — to protect, to serve — and now, the reality of war had stacked upon his spirit like the fallen bodies surrounding him. Every face he recognized haunted him, a reminder of the fragility of life and the monstrous shadow that loomed in the distance.

Hours passed as they painstakingly gathered the dead, preparing them for a funeral that would never be grand enough to honor their sacrifice. Each body wrapped reverently in makeshift shrouds, the respect and honor of their fallen friends forged into a solemn promise to carry their memories forth into the unknown battles that lay ahead.

As the sun dipped lower in the sky, painting the horizon in hues of red and gold, Sergeant Lenville looked at his men — their faces drawn and weary, souls marked by the day’s grim revelations. There, midst the quiet reverence, they found a moment of unity, a bond forged in the fire of loss and the unyielding resolve to fight on. Blackwolf may have struck a blow against them, but he had not extinguished their will. They would ride again; they would not forget.
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