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Prologue
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A German immigrant by the name of Wilhelm Mann and his family sold their farm in Iowa to venture by wagon train to California seeking a better and more prosperous life for themselves and their two children. Their daughter, Amanda, age fifteen, and son, Bigelow affectionately nicknamed ‘Big,’ is a strapping nineteen-year old farm boy. Later, he is befriended by Nate Smalley, the wagon train’s guide and former scout.

Traveling westward, the wagon train endures many hardships as their travels take them into Indian territory. They become vulnerable to the warring Indian tribes in particular, the Cheyenne, Arapaho and Sioux. Their Indian troubles seem to escalate as the wagon train slowly makes its way across Colorado territory. Repeated attacks test their courage and resolve and the human spirit is put to the test.

In the course of the Mann family’s journey, one particular Cheyenne leader becomes a real thorn in their side. His name was Nahiossi. He becomes an adversary to them and to others as they come in contact with him during all their trials and tribulations. ‘Big,’ as he was called, ultimately becomes a scout for the U.S. Army as he matures into manhood.
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Chapter 1
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Bigelow Mann was born to German-English parents, in Guttenberg, Iowa. Bigelow, now nineteen years of age, was just what the meaning of his last name implied, ‘tough.’ At six foot six inches tall, he was one big fellow. He was already far taller than his father. He weighed in at about two hundred thirty pounds, and much of that was solid muscle from long hours working along-side his father on his parents’ Iowa farm.

Wilhelm Mann, the father- or Will as he was called- was a German immigrant from Hessen, Germany, who had immigrated to America and married Emma Brown, the children’s mother. She was a young, blonde, attractive English gal he’d met in Guttenberg, Iowa. The year was 1842. They bore two lovely children, both blonde-haired and blue-eyed like their mother. The young daughter’s name was Amanda. She went by Mandy. And their son they named Bigelow. They had named him after one of Will’s favorite uncles. Family and friends called him affectionately ‘Big,’ which was short for Bigelow. It was a fitting name, as big as he was.

They lived and worked their small farm in Iowa. By the time the children had grown to the ages if fifteen and nineteen, the lure of a more prosperous life in the west prompted Wilhelm to want to move away. After mulling over the idea of moving west, they sold their farm and packed up their meager belongings to head for California.

They joined up with a small wagon train comprised of eleven other wagons carrying like-minded people who were also in search of a better life on the new frontier. The group was comprised of eight women, twelve men and five young children; two of them were still infants. They hired a guide by the name of Nate Smalley, a former scout for the U.S. Army. He was a likeable fella and a big brawny man; broad shouldered with a head of thick black hair. He seemed to be an experienced guide, and more importantly, in dealing with Indians. He also spoke several native tongues, namely Cheyenne, Arapaho, Sioux, and even spoke a little Apache. At least, that’s what he said. At age thirty-two, he stood perhaps an inch or two shorter than Big.

On a pleasant spring day in early April 1864, the Mann family and the twelve wagons set out on a route taking them across the divide to the Platte Valley. When they departed Iowa the Civil War was winding down and the south was nearly in defeat. Folks on the wagon train had little more than the clothes on their backs, since they didn’t want to load their wagons down for the long trek ahead of them.

The Mann family had selected their possessions carefully and had to leave much of it behind. They traveled with the barest of necessities; food, clothing, water and a scant number of personal items. Most importantly, they took along two Henry rifles, a couple Remington Navy revolvers, and what seemed to them an excess of .44 caliber ammunition. They hoped the ammunition wouldn’t be needed other than for hunting game along the way. Nate saw it quite differently; they would be crossing through a considerable amount of hostile Indian territory.

Their hopes for a nice peaceful trip were dashed a little more than a month and a half into their journey. Their wagon train came under attack by a small band of hostile Indians- a combination of both Arapaho and Cheyenne. Luckily, they received some support from horse soldiers on patrol out of Fort Kearney. The skirmish didn’t last very long. The Indians finally retreated with only six of their braves killed and no casualties suffered by the soldiers or folks on the wagon train. The army tried talking some sense into the frightened vagabonds and advised them to turn back, but to no avail. They were determined to proceed on as planned. There was little the army could do but advise them to go their own way.

There were a couple more encounters in the coming days, but folks on the wagon train were able to fend off the small attacks. A couple of the families suffered unfortunate losses of loved ones, but the Mann family did manage to survive the onslaughts unscathed. The wagon train moved steadily westward, across Nebraska. They hadn’t had any more confrontations with the Indians for a spell and that kind of lulled them into a state of complacency. Bad terrain, weather and wagon breakdowns alone caused them enough grief as it were. They were nearing Colorado when, at the end of their third week on the trail, all hell broke loose.

A large Cheyenne war party reared their ugly heads and attacked the wagon train with a vengeance. This time Wilhelm passed Big a rifle and pistol. They needed all the firepower they could muster to repel the marauding band of warriors. Big killed Indians for the first time. He managed to take down two warriors. After the attack had ended, Will praised his son for his actions. 

“I never knew you could shoot that well son,” his father said. 

Big was less than ecstatic, having taken two human lives. It wasn’t the best of feelings for him.

During the evening, meal Big sat with the other older males. All the chatter was about the attack, of course. Big listened intently to the men. The guide, Nate Smalley, was a rather formidable man himself, with his broad shoulders and head of thick black hair. He was of English descent, though his speech didn’t reflect any accent. He had befriended Big, perhaps due to them both being such big men. 

As he sat next to Big, eating, Nate said, “Don’t let killing those savages get to you. You’ll no doubt be killing a few more before this journey ends.” 

Big just gave him a weak smile and nodded.

“I was a scout for the U.S. Army for nearly ten years,” Nate continued. “In that time, I’ve seen a lot of Indians and a lot of battles. Yeah, it bothered me some, too, in the beginning, but you’ll get over it.” 

Again, Big smiled as Nate slapped him on the back. “Will they come back?” he asked. 

“You can count on it, kid,” Nate said. “I recognized the one leading that pack of blood-thirsty scoundrels. He’s called Nahiossi. It means ‘has three fingers’ in Cheyenne. He won’t like that we fought him off that easily. Yeah, they’ll be back. You can count on it.” 

Big didn’t like hearing the Indians could come back, but he did feel somewhat better after hearing what the scout had to say. He slept restlessly that night, even though Nate had told him the Cheyenne wouldn’t attack them after dark. It had something to do with their spirit beliefs, he’d said. Still, Big was wary and kept his rifle close at hand. 

Wilhelm slept close to Emma and Amanda under their wagon all night, just in case of another attack.

Morning dawned bright and chilly for spring, perhaps being in the low to mid-twenties. Big didn’t know exactly how cold it was, but a chill settled over everyone on the wagon train that was certain. The wagon train moved out, every man keeping a close vigil on everything around them. By late afternoon it had warmed up considerably. Don Buckner, in the wagon behind theirs, had bagged a deer just after lunch. The sounds of his rifle shots had put the women on edge. But at least there were no signs of those heathen Indians. That was a good thing.

The wagon train hadn’t gone very far because the Smythe family’s wagon had lost a wheel in some rocky ground and repairs had taken up some valuable time. Nevertheless, they made up a few miles before breaking camp once again. 

Big was feeling somewhat better now. Perhaps he’d sleep much better. The men had taken turns doing sentry duty. Up to then Big hadn’t been added to the sentry duty list.

Another chilly night was in store. Big saw Nate just coming off sentry duty and poured himself a cup of coffee. The two men talked for a short time, then both finally turned in. Big curled up in his bedroll beneath their wagon. He assumed his father must be on sentry duty because he wasn’t under the wagon with him. His mother and Amanda were up in the wagon. Big hoped they were warmer up there than he was. A strong wind had kicked up and the temperature felt even colder now. He could expect another couple of days in Nebraska, if things went as planned. He finally drifted off to sleep with his Henry rifle close by his side.

The following morning the men all sat having coffee before beginning another grueling day. Nate had told them a story about the Sand Creek Massacre between the U.S. Army, the Arapaho and Cheyenne. The fight had occurred in late November of last year. Some men were aware of it and some weren’t. In any case, Nate said the results of that battle had really stirred up the Cheyenne and now they were out to even the score with white folk. 

“I would suggest that every one of you keep a constant vigil,” the scout told them. “We don’t need any more surprise attacks. Now, let’s just get into Colorado territory as soon as we possibly can, while we all still have our hair.” 

His remarks would have sounded funny, had it not been the truth. The Cheyenne were ruthless killers of white settlers, to be sure.

A few more days passed uneventfully for the group. Some of the men on the wagon train had reported they were sure the Indians were still out there kind of bird-dogging the train, keeping their distance for now. But, at the same time, keeping the white intruders in their sights, so to speak. Not knowing what the Injuns were up to kept the men keyed-up, nervous and on constant alert.

The day started off like all the others when suddenly, out of nowhere and without warning, the Cheyenne attacked. It was like Deja-vu all over again. They attacked the wagon train when they were the most vulnerable, having just forded a small stream. The wagons had struggled to all get across and the men’s attention had been diverted to that endeavor when the Indians came swooping down out of nowhere. War cries came bellowing from their lungs, followed by repeated rifle shots and everything else they could throw at the unsuspecting vagabonds.

Big grabbed his rifle and began firing and levering in the next round as quickly as he could. It hardly allowed him time to take good aim at the onslaught of Indians. Even so, the savages had taken the upper hand and rode in amongst the wagons. Fighting hand to hand ensued with the white settlers. Big found himself taking on two or more at a time and holding his own due to his sheer size. He had forgotten all about the idea of killing another human being. For now, it was simply kill or be killed. He saw men, his former friends and other family members, women and children alike, being slain all around him. Still, he fought valiantly on. It was just like Nate had described to all of them a few nights back.

He might have been big, but even his size soon became no match for the relentless attack from the marauders. There seemed to be no end to it; kill two and a half dozen more seemed to pop up in their place. Finally, Big was overcome with exhaustion. He crawled wearily under a wagon and either passed out or was knocked out. He didn’t know which. The last thing he remembered hearing were the cries of desperation from men as weary as him. Women were shrieking and so were the children, which thankfully there were only a handful on the wagon train. The cries of pain and fright rang loudly in his ears. Then, total darkness overtook him.

Big didn’t know how long he had lain there beneath that wagon unconscious. Time had stood still. He did finally regain consciousness and lay there listening to the sounds of painful moaning and despair around him. It appeared that the fighting had ceased. He heard no more gunfire, only the sounds of his own heart beating. He finally rose up on his elbows and looked about. He wished then he hadn’t seen the sights before him. The smell of acrid smoke filled the air. Many of the wagons were still smoldering, if not still burning, around him. He tried to get up, but then he realized there was someone beside him trying to help him get upright.

When his eyes finally focused, he recognized the person as Nate Smalley, their guide. 

“Are you okay? Are you hurt?” the scout asked. 

Big thought it was funny for Nate to be asking that when he could see that the scout was bleeding from his forehead. The blood was dripping onto Big’s bare arm where his shirt sleeve had been torn away. 

“I think I’m okay. Just a little woozy, I guess,” he said. Then he sat upright. “Got to get up, Nate. I need to find our wagon and Pa and...” 

“No, I don’t think you want to do that just yet,” Nate said, a look of anguish etched on his face.

Big pushed Nate back and got to his feet, still woozy, but at least now he was up. “I got to find Ma and Mandy, too,” he said. 

Nate took him by the arm held on. “Big, you can’t help them now. I’m sorry to tell you this, but they’re all dead.” 

What he heard didn’t register right away. “No, you must be mistaken, Nate. Where are they? I need to go to them.”

Big found their wagon. It was one of the smoldering ones, partially burned. He looked about and then saw his mother. She had been brutalized and her beautiful braided blonde hair was gone. She had been killed and scalped. About a dozen feet away, lay the body of his pa. He, too, had been brutally murdered and scalped. His lifeless body had been badly beaten and was nearly unrecognizable. 

Big grabbed his mouth, then stooped and wretched all over his own boots. It was then he realized he hadn’t seen his sister. Where was she? He ran in circles looking everywhere. 

“Where is she?” he bawled loudly. 

Nate came alongside him. “Big, she’s not in the camp, I’ve looked everywhere. I can’t find her anywhere.”

Nate grabbed Big and held onto him as he bawled loudly. “They must have taken her. They do that with the younger ones sometimes,” he said. 

Big cried and shook uncontrollably, completely devastated. He and Nate spent the next hour looking and hoping to find any survivors, but it was not to be. He and the scout were all that remained alone amidst the unspeakable carnage.

They gathered the corpses. Those that hadn’t been burned at least. Big took a gun belt off one fella that fit his .44 Remington. He strapped it on. It’s donor wouldn’t be needing it now. The marauders had taken what they wanted. Fortunately, they had left behind some food, ammunition and a couple water bags they hadn’t discovered. 

With Nate’s help, Big dug graves for his ma and pa, and then for the rest of the unfortunate victims they could bury. Big said some final words over the graves. With all that done, the two men washed up as much as they could to get the stench of death off of them.

Nate looked at Big. He could see the hurt in the boy’s eyes. He knew was a lot to absorb for a young man who would turn twenty years old in a matter of a few weeks. Nate had to give the boy credit, he was taking it all in stride and holding up pretty well. He wondered how he would have handled it himself when he was that age. 

Big said, “I guess were in a bit of a pickle now, huh?” 

“Yeah,” the scout replied, “but we’re alive and we best be moving on if we want to remain that way.” 

“But, I still need to find my sister,” Big implored. 

“I know and I want to help you find her, but until we can find some horses, we’re kinda stuck out here for now,” Nate replied. Big nodded.

“We can head back toward Fort Kearny,” the scout suggested. “Maybe we’ll find a farm or ranch where we can maybe buy some mounts. Do you have any money?” 

“I hadn’t even thought about it until now. Let’s check in our wagon,” Big told him. 

The last thing Big wanted to do now was go back and look through his family’s things, but it had to be done. He looked in a big steamer trunk that had his mother’s things packed in it. Fortunately, it was still intact and looked to be untouched. He quickly dug around inside it. A small metal box lay beneath his mother’s things at the bottom of the chest.

He opened the box and found an ivory broach and his mother’s wedding ring fell out. He scooped them up and put them in his pocket. A large, leather man’s wallet was there. No doubt, it belonged to his father. Inside the wallet he found cash. A quick count told him it was about seven hundred dollars. It was probably money from the sale of the family farm. Big folded the cash and stuck it in his pocket along with his mother’s broach and wedding ring. “Well, now if we can just find some horses,” he lamented. 

“We will,” Nate assured him. 

Big gave a cursory smile.

Nate had rolled up both their bedrolls. “I’m sure, we’ll be needing these,” he said. 

After a little more searching through the camp they found no weapons; only two pipes and some tobacco, but neither of them smoked. They also found some beef jerky and a hunting knife in a sheath. Big attached it to his belt. Nate already had his. 

After one final search, Nate said, “I had already searched the other victims before we buried them and I came up with about twelve hundred dollars in all. So, money wise we’re in pretty good shape.” 

They headed back in the direction from which the wagon train had already traveled. Nate and Big tried their best to stay out of the open as much they could.

By late afternoon they were both pretty tired. They hadn’t seen a horse or mule or anything to provide them with transportation. Better still, they hadn’t seen any Indians either. Nate thought he might have seen a small farm off in the distance sometime the day before when he had been scouting ahead for the wagon train. 

After a couple more hours of walking, evening would soon be upon them. They started looking for a suitable and safe place to bed down for the night. It had been a long day and they were both more tired than hungry. They curled up in their blankets, keeping their guns at the ready.
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Chapter 2
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Come early morning, Big was startled awake by the sounds of growling or the like. He slowly rolled over to face Nate, who had been sleeping a few feet away from him. The scout was already awake listening to the sounds himself. 

“It’s a coyote, that’s all,” Nate said, in a low whisper. “He’ll mosey on by us soon enough.” 

Big wasn’t so sure of that. He’d heard coyotes before, but this one sounded as though it was breathing down their necks. The two men lay there motionless a little longer, still listening. After several minutes or so had come and gone, the sounds ceased. The coyote had done as Nate said and moved on. Then, both men were pulling on their boots and rolling up their bedrolls. 

Big took a drink of water from his canteen. “Are we still heading east this morning?” he asked. 

“Yeah,” Nate said. “I think our best bet is if we can find that farmhouse. I’m sure I didn’t just imagine it. We passed by a stage stop some miles back, as I recall. They should have horses, that is if they’d be willing to sell us a couple.” 

“A stage-stop or farmhouse out here?” asked Big. “Wouldn’t they be bothered by Indians same as us?” 

“Yeah, likely so, but that’s life on the prairie, I reckon. A stage stop is a necessity, so they just have to take the risks be what may.”

The two men were up and moving. As they walked steadily along, Nate told Big a little more about his background and scouting for the U.S. Army. 

“So, you didn’t fight in the war?” asked Big. 

“No, my being a scout, I got a reprieve from that.” 

“Well, most fought on the union side, I hear tell,” Big told him. 

“There was some division, but most did I guess,” Nate replied. 

They walked along in silence after that for a while, conserving their energy and being ever vigilant for the signs of hostiles Indians, too.

Big was thinking about yesterday, and his ma and pa and his little sister, Amanda. That is, if she were still alive. He had to wonder. 

Nate kind of read his thoughts. “Thinking about your family?” he asked. 

“Yeah, how’d you know?” 

“Well, you were being pretty quiet and the expression on your face kinda said it all.” 

“Actually, I was thinking about Amanda, ta tell ya the truth,” admitted Big. 

“I believe she’s still alive, Big.” Nate tried to assure the boy. “I’d bet my life on it. They would have killed her right then and there like all the others. But, I’m bettin’ someone took a liking to her and she went with them. Not voluntarily, of course, but she had no choice in the matter.”

“But she was just fifteen, Nate,” said Big. “Who’d want a child?” 

“You’d be surprised. A lot of Indian squaws and captives are around that age and birthing children for the braves that took them.” 

“Oh, God,” groaned Big. That was not what he wanted to hear. That raised new concerns in his mind. 

Nate had to chuckle, but it really wasn’t a laughing matter, not to him nor Big.

When they had walked nearly the entire day, they were beginning to feel it might just be hopeless. Then, suddenly, Nate blurted out, “There! Over there! Look at that!” 

Big strained his eyes, trying to look off in the same direction to see what had the scout so excited. “Probably a mirage,” he thought. Then he saw it, too. A farmhouse, no doubt, was nestled safely under a big rock ledge overhang. There was a barn and probably an outhouse, too. As they approached the farmhouse, there didn’t seem to be any signs of life, however.

A small corral stood off to one side, but unfortunately there didn’t appear to be any horses. They began to think the house might even be abandoned. But since they were here now, they had to check it out to be sure. Not knowing what to expect when they got there, they kept their rifles at the ready. The closer they got the more encouraged they became. The place didn’t appear to be in disrepair or anything. Nate stepped up on the porch while Big stood back and looked around for any eminent signs of trouble.

Nate knocked on the door, but there was no answer. He waited, then knocked a little heavier the second time. Suddenly, they heard a voice coming from inside the house. 

“I’m a comin’! Keep yer britches on!” was followed by a breathy wheeze. “I got me a scatter gun pointed at the door! Ya best be meaning to be friendly,” the voice wheezed again. Nate heard a bolt being thrown as the door inched open a crack. “Who ya be?” the voice asked. 

“I’m Nate. Nate Smalley. I’m a former Army scout,” he answered back.

“Well, why in tarnation didn’t ya say so earlier?” With that, the door opened wider. There stood a short stout little man in his stocking feet. 

“He’s probably on the back side of sixty,” Nate thought. 

Behind him stood a short stout woman. She was probably about the same age as the man, if Nate had to guess. 

The man lowered the double-barreled shotgun. “You and yer friend back there, come on in,” the man said, motioning toward Big. 

“My, but ain’t you fellas big ‘un’s?” the woman said, a smile now forming on her small, pinched lips. 

“We don’t get many visitors out here, as you can tell,” the man said, setting the shotgun alongside the front door. “I’m Henry Crawford and this here is my lovely wife, Martha.” 

“Glad to meet you both,” Nate and Big replied, extending their hands in friendship. 

Henry and Martha came closer and shook their hands in return. “What brings you fellas by here, if ya don’t mind me askin’?” said Henry. 

“Well, where’s my manners, Pa?” Martha blurted out. “Come in and get comfortable and have some coffee and a bite to eat with us. Ya both look a mite hungry to me.”

“Well, what we got to tell ya ain’t pretty, to tell the truth. Up until yesterday, we were part of a small wagon train. We were headed across Colorado territory and parts beyond,” Nate said. 

“And what happened?” Henry asked impatiently. 

“We were hit pretty hard by a big Cheyenne war party. They brutalized and ravaged our wagon train. Oh, I didn’t formerly introduce you to my cohort here. This here is Big Mann.” 

“Well, he sure is that,” Martha cut in. 

“What I mean is his name is actually Bigelow Mann,” said Nate with a chuckle. “But he goes by Big, for short.”

“I reckon Big it is then,” said Henry, “for me and Martha. Now, go on. You were telling me about them goldarn Cheyenne Injuns,” he wheezed again. 

“Yeah, they got the jump on us and wiped out everyone in our wagon train,”  Nate continued. “Unfortunately, including Big’s family, too. That is, except for his sister, Amanda. She’s just fifteen. I believe those savages saw fit to take her with them.” 

Hearing that, a look of dread washed over Henry and Martha’s faces. They both shook their heads sadly. 

“We’re mighty sorry to hear that, Big,” Henry said, spitting a wad of tobacco into a spittoon near his chair. 

“We were just fixin’ to have us some supper. How about the two of you joining us?” Martha said.

After supper the men sat drinking their coffee and hashing over the Indian raid. Martha was nearby, cleaning up the supper dishes and listening to their conversation. 

“Well, that was a mighty fine meal. Thank you for that, Martha,” Big told her. 

She beamed him a big smile. “Oh, you and Nate are quite welcome,” she said. 

Nate turned to Henry. “The main reason we stopped by your place, as you can see, we’re afoot thanks to those Indians. We were hoping you might have a couple of horses and tack you’d be willing to sell us.” 

Henry stroked his grey stubbled jaw. “I think that can be arranged, if you like what we have to offer, that is,” he said. 

“If it’s got four legs and can walk, we’d be obliged,” Nate chortled.

“Let me show you fellas around.” 

Henry led the men thru the back of the house. They passed through a large room filled with a variety of goods. 

“It almost looks like a general store in here. It appears you have a little of everything,” Nate remarked. He and Big looked at one another, wondering where and how the Crawford’s had acquired all this stuff. They could almost guess now, but didn’t really want to know.

“We’re a trading post of sorts, you might say.” 

“I reckon you are,” Nate chortled. 

“This was once a stage stop,” Henry explained. “Me and the missus ran it, but the route got moved a few years back. But we stayed here. We still get some locals or stragglers like yourselves now and then.” Nate and Big just listened and nodded. “We even trade some with the Indians in these parts.” That brought a grimace to Big and Nate’s faces, but Henry was still talking and didn’t seem to notice.

“Every little bit helps, you know,” Henry said. Both men said nothing, just nodded their heads. “They like to trade us meat, vegetables, jewelry, that sort of thing. In return, we supply ‘em with whiskey. I make it myself out back. They wouldn’t know good whiskey from bad. It’s all the same to them. All in all, it works out and keeps them off our backs and from doin’ us any harm, I reckon.” Henry spat another wad of tobacco, this time into the far corner. “Come on, let me show ya those horses.”

Out behind the house, they saw a good-sized corral. Inside the corral, Big counted about eight horses in all. He even saw one lonely mule. 

“And you have tack, too, you say?” Nate asked. 

“You bet we do,” Henry spat another wad of tobacco. He led them inside a small shed. There must have been six or maybe even eight saddles and bridles along one of the walls. Again, both men mentally scratched their heads, wondering just where Henry might have gotten all these saddles and bridles.

By the time they had picked out two horses and tack, it was getting to be dusk outside. Henry didn’t haggle much on the price. It was for sure he could have asked whatever he wanted for the lot, knowing the men’s dire situation. After they had come to an agreement, they heard someone shuffling up behind them. They turned and saw it was only Martha. 

“Are you all, ready for some more coffee and a slice of fresh-baked rhubarb pie? The rhubarbs from my garden,” she said, casting them a big smile.

“That sounds mighty good, but we probably should be saddling up and finding a place to bed down for the night,” said Nate. 

“Aw shucks, it’s a little late for that now fellas, near dark out there now. We only got the one bedroom, but yer both welcome to throw yer bedrolls down anywhere under our roof if ya like,” Martha told them. “I put together a dang good breakfast, too, if I do say so myself.” She gave them both a toothy grin.” 

“Well, what about Mandy? Shouldn’t we be doin’ our best at trying to find her?” Big lamented.

“Not much chance of that tonight, young feller. That is, unless ‘yer night vision’s a lot better ‘n mine,” Henry chortled. 

“I reckon, he’s right,” Nate told his young friend. “We can take up the search first thing come morning.” 

“Ya don’t want to miss breakfast, now do ya?” Martha added. With that said, they all returned to the main house for pie and coffee.

Martha had stoked a fire in the fireplace just off the kitchen to take the evening chill off. 

“We can throw our bedrolls down here next to this nice fire and catch some sleep,” Nate said. 

Big seemed a bit disappointed, but nodded in agreement. He was still thinking about his first night without Mandy, not knowing where she was. The pie and coffee tasted great. Then, the Crawfords bid them goodnight.
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Chapter 3
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When morning dawned, it was slightly overcast and a crisp chill hung in the air. A nice fire warmed the room. Martha or Henry had been up and had stoked the fire. Both men were thankful for that. Nate smelled the coffee brewing as they quickly pulled on their boots. They rolled up their bedrolls and stashed them by the front door. Nate went around the outside of the house to the corral. Their saddles and bridles were hanging on the fence. He picked out his mount and was saddling up when Big lumbered up alongside him. Nate pointed out the horse he’d bought for him. Big went right to work saddling his horse up as well. They led the horses around and tied them at the hitch rail out front. Once they went back in the house, Martha had breakfast ready.

They ate in silence, then finally Henry spoke. “So, what’s you fellas plans for today? 

“Find my sister,” Big blurted out, coffee dripping off his chin. He caught it with a swipe of his shirt sleeve. “I reckon we’ll backtrack, find the wagons again or what’s left of ‘em, then try and pick up the Indians trail and direction they went. Nate is a dang good tracker. He should be able to find them, if anyone can.” 

“I sure wish I could help you boys out some more. I’d like to ride along, too,” said Henry. “The mind’s willin,’ but the body ain’t. If there’s anything more we can do, stop on by.” Then he disappeared into the house for a moment. They looked at one another, wondering what he was up to now.

When he returned, he was carrying two pair of saddlebags and two rifle scabbards. “I reckon you both could use these,” he said, handing them off. The saddlebags felt a bit heavy to Nate. “Martha put something in there she felt ya might need. Ya know, matches and what not.” 

“A little heavy for stick matches,” Nate thought.

The three men went back to the house. Sitting by the front door along with their rifles and bedrolls were two sheepskin jackets, rain slickers and a pair of filled canteens. 
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