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“He was the hero of a
 hundred fights and the victim
 of a hundred wrongs.”


—Richard J. Walsh, The Making of Buffalo Bill 
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INTRODUCTION
The Great Rascal


ON A BRIGHT LATE SUMMER’S DAY IN 1869, a locomotive pulled up to the depot of the tiny station at North Platte, Nebraska. Passengers with business in the small town or at nearby Fort McPherson stepped onto the platform and began making inquiries about transportation and accommodations. The occasion was momentous, as this was one of the first cross-country excursions since the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad at Promontory Summit, Utah, on May 10 of that year. The singularity of the experience meant it was still new, still exciting, even to read about; people lucky enough to experience it had a sense that they were part of history. The overland journey from San Francisco to Council Bluffs, Iowa, had previously taken months and entailed enormous hardship and danger. Now, the trip required only a few days, and—apart from the nominal discomfort of the rail coaches and uneven quality of the cuisine—it was a pleasurable outing by comparison.


Among the disembarking passengers was a stocky figure of a man wearing a frock coat festooned with about twenty gold medals and badges of membership, honor, and rank, representing a variety of fraternal, sectarian, semi-political, and quasi-secret organizations. As he blinked into the bright sunlight of the Nebraska plains, he likely weighed the options of hiring a buggy or taking a horse of his own for a ride out to Fort McPherson. Which option he chose is not recorded, but it would not have been in character for him to arrive at the fort perched on a wagon seat with the hoi polloi. He was a man who knew the importance of making an entrance. He most probably hired his own conveyance. He could, as it happened, well afford to do so.


The man’s name was Edward Zane Carroll Judson, but anyone aboard the train who made his acquaintance had most likely learned that he was “Colonel” Ned Buntline—Son of Temperance, political organizer, social reformer, raconteur, orator, publisher and editor of literary periodicals, and, most famously, a nationally known author of arguably more publications than any living writer. Indeed, he had recently claimed he was one of the best-paid writers in the country, pointing to his $15,000 yearly income, derived from his pen.* In an era when twenty-five dollars a week was considered a princely wage for a skilled laborer or well-educated businessman, the amount was stupendous. That Judson was also a bigamist, a slanderer and blackmailer and notorious scoundrel, an inciter of riots and a fugitive from justice, and very possibly a murderer, an ex-convict, deadbeat, philanderer, and one of the world’s greatest liars likely did not come up in conversation.*


To Judson, such alarming details of his past were distracting slanders collected and ascribed to him by personal enemies and political and professional rivals—the pettily jealous and desperately envious. Had he been accused of such to his face, he might well have decided the matter with pistols or cutlasses. Alternatively, he might have invited his accuser to join him for a drink. Insofar as he was concerned, he was a socially conscious gentleman, a celebrity of the first order, an amiable and dependable companion, and as solid a patriotic citizen as the United States had thus far produced. He was also, and not incidentally, one of the most widely read authors in America.


Ned Buntline, as he preferred to be known in public and as he was referred to in the press, was not, apparently, a particularly imposing figure. Never an especially handsome man, his face, which usually sported a thick mustache, was creased and scarred by worry and wounds that had stalked him through forty-six years of incredible adventure; but he owned a confident smile and an affable manner. Slightly shorter than average, he had red hair and bright eyes, a booming voice, and a tongue glib enough to win strangers over quickly and, from all accounts, permanently. Few men with such a nefarious past could boast so many loyal friends, eager to come to his side at the slightest hint of trouble, ready to vouch for him or provide money when it was called for, even though he had bilked some out of large amounts of cash and left others holding an embarrassing bag of trouble when he skipped town. He seems to have been one of the most personally charming individuals of his era, capable of wooing the hearts of beautiful women and of reconciling them not only to his rambunctious lifestyle and bombastic manner, but also to accepting and apparently forgiving his chronic bigamy and reprehensible escapades.


Temperance man though he was, he was no stranger to strong drink, and he had a reputation for indulgence. He was in the habit of lecturing on the evils of liquor so effectively as to collect hundreds of signatures on The Pledge; then he would invite the crowd to join him at the nearest saloon for a celebratory libation. One observer at Fort McPherson reported that Judson appeared to walk as if he were drunk. He may well have been, but in this instance, it’s doubtful that alcohol caused the uneven gait. Judson’s pronounced limp was not the result of war wounds, as he often averred, any more than the ugly scars on his chest were the results of Seminole arrows or Mexican lances or Confederate bullets, as he also sometimes claimed. His stuttering step was more likely caused by chronic sciatica and periodic arthritis, complicated by an imperfectly healed broken leg, sustained as he leapt from a three-story window while trying (unsuccessfully) to escape a Nashville lynch mob.*


If the term “live large” had been part of the argot of his time, it would have applied to Judson more than to anyone else. He probably would have preferred the Latin admonition carpe diem (seize the day), for more than anything else, Judson was an avid opportunist. He was no more than twelve years old when he impulsively jumped aboard a merchant ship pulling away from the Philadelphia docks and launched a five- or six-year nautical career that provided him not only with a stockpile of stories of pirate kings and Latin American revolutionaries, but also with his pseudonym, Ned Buntline. A buntline is the straight rope at the bottom of a square sail.


By the age of thirty, he had seen more, done more, suffered more, and accomplished more than any dozen other men might. He was the founder of a half-dozen magazines and a celebrated author of stories, novelettes, articles, broadsides, scandal sheets, political diatribes, temperance lectures, reformist oratory, poetry, and at least one hymn. Yet none of it seemed to him remarkable enough to be recounted without the adornment of hyperbole or an outright lie. In a literary epoch when the tall tale would form the basis for the publishing efforts of Mark Twain, Artemus Ward, and Bret Harte, Judson outdid them all. The facts of any matter merely formed a starting point, although he always claimed that the stories he told were true in every detail. The trick was to tell them before anyone else could and to be well paid for the exercise. In this, perhaps, more than any other endeavor, he was an unrivaled master.* Later admirers would call him “The King of the Dime Novel,” and while such a coronation might be open to challenge, no other writer so completely made the form his own as did Ned Buntline.


In the words of his chief biographer, Jay Monaghan, Judson was a “great rascal,” and, in the parlance of the time, both a mountebank and humbug. Almost nothing he said about his life was strictly true. He frequently lied about his birth date; even the exact place of his birth isn’t known for sure.* But for all his flaws of character, he had a pronounced and demonstrable sense of integrity. He championed no cause he did not fervently believe in, and he was quick to put his life and safety on the line to support a principle. He was also a philanthropist, a bibliophile, a naturalist, and a politically active citizen of his hometown. Part confidence man and part swindler, he was also a proponent of law and order and supporter of civic institutions. He was a doting father, a loving husband to no fewer than six and possibly seven wives and, allegedly, a dozen mistresses.* He was as comfortable among the wealthy and famous as he was among political radicals, unwashed sailors, bums, gangsters, and other habitués of the Bowery saloons of New York and the back-alley brothels of Philadelphia and Cincinnati. He was seemingly as content to take a simple meal at a riverport inn as he was dining at Delmonico’s in Manhattan.


A difficult man to discourage, he was familiar with the inside of jails, prisons, and military stockades, and had, from time to time, been accosted in the street and beaten badly. Once, he was hanged by a mob, but was cut down before he choked to death. He’d been chased out of New York on a yacht that he effectively stole, using the boat to help him jump bail posted against charges of slander, spousal abandonment, and incitement to riot. He once fired a broadside with a cannon loaded with wadded-up Union Jacks at a British man o’war, and on another occasion he led a posse to run down murderers. He knew the gnawing hunger of being totally without prospects and the exhilaration of organizing a street mob into military formations and sending them forth into battle against well-armed state militias. He also was, somehow, an expert horseman, a crack shot, an accomplished swordsman, and an inveterate hunter and fisherman. He was a veteran sailor of the high seas and, as a proclaimed hero, the youngest commissioned midshipman in the U.S. Navy.* He had field experience (albeit dubious) in the Seminole Wars in Florida and with the Mosquito Fleet patrolling the Mexican coast and had tasted the blandishments of Caribbean ports and fought numerous duels to protect his honor.*


Exceedingly erudite and rhetorically astute, he had a remarkable knack for prose style, especially for a man with no formal education. He had an impressive vocabulary and a way with words that could provoke as often as they persuaded.* He wrote exposés about crime and indecency and railed against sweatshops and slums, but he also was a denizen of the lowest haunts and dens of iniquity and worked his own people hard for low wages as they produced his magazines. He was a public moralist and self-proclaimed “America first” patriot who named and possibly founded The American or Know-Nothing Party, which campaigned actively against foreign immigration, especially from the British Isles; yet he determinedly married and fathered a child by an English-born daughter of a British immigrant.


Judson’s ambition to be a writer was apparently born out of his youthful reading. His goals were high. Initially, he despaired of writers such as “Professor” Joseph Holt Ingraham, the eminent author of historical novels, who claimed to be able to write a book per year. Judson averred that it was impossible to generate quality at such a rate. Later, though, he would be producing as many as six stories and novelettes a week, along with multiple articles, essays, and books, often working so frenziedly that characters and plots bled over from one to the other. Always eager for contention, he wrote letters under a variety of pseudonyms to his own publishers, attacking himself and his own position on various matters. He never revised or corrected his work, but seemed merely to lie down on the floor and write, from start to finish, seldom taking a break until the piece was done.*


Judson’s publications were almost always imbued with ego and unbridled self-confidence; they also were often shamelessly self-promoting, full of bombast and brag. Still, as a publisher, he attracted work by some of the most celebrated poets and critics of the times and caught the flattering eye of such distinguished New York editors as Lewis Gaylord Clark of the Knickerbocker, one of the most influential antebellum journals. Judson’s life was a landscape littered with contradictions. He disdained the theater as a hotbed of elitism, crime, and immorality, but he collaborated on plays and even appeared in them. He despaired of social injustice but only reluctantly spoke or wrote against slavery.* He admired strong and independent women, but he held suffragists in nearly satiric contempt.* He was apparently areligious but treated the faithful (including Indians and their pagan beliefs) with respect, and once tried to embrace spiritualism.* He proclaimed the virtues of the public peace, but was a chief organizer of the most violent street demonstrations in antebellum New York (the Astor Place Riot) and was also indicted for inciting a riot in St. Louis.* He loved disguises and costumes, role-playing and outré behavior, but he insisted that his private life—and especially his wives and children—be protected from public inquiry. He was a Union Army veteran who never rose above the rank of sergeant and saw but one minor skirmish before being jailed for desertion. He was subsequently charged with being drunk and causing a public disturbance; then he was stripped of his insignia and left disgraced and bereft on the streets of Baltimore.* Undaunted, he entered a photographer’s studio and had his portrait made in a full colonel’s uniform, then adopted the honorific for the rest of his life.*


For Judson, the line between fiction and fact was always blurred, just as the line between Edward Z. C. Judson and Ned Buntline was always blurred. Judson didn’t lie pathologically or maliciously, only to enhance the entertainment value of the yarn he was spinning or to get himself out of trouble. He was fond of ripping open his shirt to display his scars to anyone who challenged his character; he would swear that his wounds were the result of whatever evil force he felt might arouse the most sympathy in his auditors. So convincing a storyteller was he that in most cases only a close examination of the relevant or contextual facts—such as could be established—could reveal the falsehoods. Astonishingly, most people who were victims of his antics were apparently quick to forgive and to accept his flaws wholesale. In an age that would spawn such larger-than-life luminaries as Victoria Woodhull and Tennessee Claflin, P. T. Barnum and Henry Ward Beecher, J. P. Morgan and George Armstrong Custer, Judson was unique; only a handful of Americans, before or since, could match him for conspicuous audacity, utter outrage, or sheer gall.


The King of Border Men 


Judson’s detraining at North Platte, Nebraska, in 1869 was no accident. Some time before he had boarded the train in California, he had learned of a skirmish involving elements of the United States 5th Cavalry, commanded by General Eugene A. Carr, and a small band of Sioux and Cheyenne. The Indians had left the reservation and were raiding and hunting along the North Platte River. A company under the command of Lieutenant Frank North, was detailed out of Fort McPherson to locate and round them up or kill them. The troopers located the Indian camp, and, learning that two white women were being held captive in the village, mounted an attack. The warriors immediately scattered, and Frank North and his brother Lute, a subordinate officer, gave chase. Eventually, they ran the band’s leader, Sioux chief Tall Bull, to ground and, by means of trickery, managed to shoot and kill him.


The soldiers found one of the white women dead from a tomahawk blow. The other, a German immigrant by the name of Weichel, who spoke almost no English, was rescued. Some four hours later, Pawnee and white scouts arrived and joined the troopers in a typical destruction of an Indian village. Troubles with Sioux and Northern Cheyenne bands were, at that point on the plains, growing more intense—the result of the completion of the railroad and the rumors of gold being discovered in the sacred Black Hills of what would become South Dakota and in what would become Montana, so the event created a sensation. The transcontinental telegraph flashed the details of what came to be called “The Battle of Summit Springs, and it was soon published in newspapers across the country, with the usual editorial flourishes.


As the preeminent dime novelist of his time, Judson was always alert to exciting stories that might interest his readers. He determined to interview North for a firsthand account of the affair, which he was sure would make a sterling dime novel. Actually, he was in need of something solid to send to his publishers in New York, as his sojourn in California had not proved to be as useful or profitable as he had anticipated. He had arrived in San Francisco some time in the summer or early fall of 1868 and was welcomed as “the official guest” of the Sons and Daughters of Temperance.* Initially intending to be on the first west-to-east Transcontinental Railroad train across the country, and planning to write about the adventure, he awaited the line’s completion and the first embarkation by giving temperance lectures, calling on notable writers, and founding The Golden Era, a magazine that would later publish Mark Twain and Bret Harte. He also was distracted by excursions to the gold fields around Sacramento and by other ventures, as well as by the rough-and-tumble politics of San Francisco. At any rate, he missed the train.* *


Finally en route on a later train and with a fresh Indian battle on the horizon, he abandoned the notion of a travelogue. There was genuine adventure to write about, and from the very beginning of his career, Judson had found his stock in trade in stories of intrepid heroism and swashbuckling stories of derring-do. This, though, was something new. It was a tale drawn out of the newly accessible West, and with a deft sense of timing, he understood that the eyes and the imagination of his readers would eagerly turn to a “true” story of the frontier.


In a sense, the story already had everything it needed: a young, bold heroic military leader, a rescued captive female, a chase, a slain Indian chief, and the suppression of renegades who threatened the peaceful march of civilization.


After a possible brief detour into Colorado, Judson made his way via the new railroad line to North Platte and nearby Fort McPherson, where Lieutenant North was posted.* Frank North may well have been a modest officer who viewed the skirmish and his role in it as nothing worthy of further publicity, or he might have been contemptuous of the potboiler fiction for which Ned Buntline was known. He wanted nothing to do with the brassy writer.* Apparently unimpressed by either Judson’s person or the proffered reputation, North reportedly told him that if he wanted a man “to fill that bill,” he could be found asleep, and probably drunk, under a nearby wagon.*


Judson immediately went over to the figure and roused him to his feet. He was confronted by the person of William F. Cody, an heroic ideal, an in-the-flesh symbol of the American frontiersman, the perfect protagonist of a dime novel. Tall and muscular, dressed in greasy buckskins and a broad plainsman’s hat, his long curly hair flowing down to his shoulders and his piercing blue eyes revealing both intelligence and wit, Cody was almost too good to be true. To Judson, it must have seemed that the army scout and forager had stepped off the pages of a Sir Walter Scott or James Fenimore Cooper novel, removed to the high plains, where he was waiting to be transformed—with Judson’s help, of course—into “Buffalo Bill, the King of Border Men.”*


Thus began a new chapter of Judson’s literary life, one that would, ironically, never be that satisfying. In many ways, it was something of a footnote to a far more complex and expansive career, one that would, insofar as Judson’s assessment of it was concerned, prove to be somewhat disappointing. Nevertheless, the encounter and the novelette that resulted from it would tie Ned Buntline’s name directly to the western dime novel; he would be remembered more for that than for anything else he ever did.


Literary Rubbish 


The first dime novel, so-called, was written by Ann Sophia Stephens. Malaeska; The Indian Wife of the White Hunter was published by the firm of Beadle and Adams in 1860. It was an unrivaled success and a publishing phenomenon, selling more than 300,000 copies.* In a nation of only about thirty million, where less than twenty percent of the population was more than functionally literate, that was an incredible number. Ann Sophia Winterbotham Stephens, though, was not unknown. Very likely part of “that damned mob of scribbling women” Nathaniel Hawthorne complained of in 1855, she had a reputation as the author of several cloth-bound romances and as editor of Portland Magazine, The Ladies’ Companion, and Ladies’ World.* She had also achieved some fame with a poem, “The Polish Boy,” and had entertained William Makepeace Thackeray and Charles Dickens, among other distinguished writers, in her New York salon, reputedly the first ever in the city.


In 1860, E. S. Ellis’s Seth Jones; or The Captives of the Frontier, also a ten-cent book, was published and rivaled Stephens’ volume for sales, and the dime novel as a form was successfully launched.* Although no one was aware of it at the time, a whole new trend in publishing had just begun, one that would see the first profitable production of literature in the country.*


Beadle and Adams, Stephens’ publishers, had earlier found success publishing The Dime Song Book; they had moved from Buffalo to New York City about two years before and had begun casting about for another successful venture.* With the success of Malaeska and Seth Jones, they were positioned to turn what had been a chaotic and haphazard publication market into the source of a well-defined commodity that would offer inexpensive and often sensational publications to a great mass of people.


Prior to 1860, the field of popular fiction had been crowded and, to a great extent, disorganized and reactionary. Since the introduction of the steam rotary press in the 1830s, rapid mass printing had become extremely cheap, and specialized periodicals of all sorts emerged and disappeared with rapidity. Canny editors sought the most alluring or controversial copy and sometimes ran competitions with cash prizes to attract the best possible work.* Principally dominated by inexpensively produced romances, sentimental melodrama, and lurid adventure fiction, the periodicals of the day exploited the formulas and structures of stories ranging back to Sir Walter Scott and imitative of the much lauded “Leatherstocking Tales” by James Fenimore Cooper. Particularly in demand were historical settings with stories of thrilling exploits on the high seas, during major wars, or in exotic climes.


Among the most successful of publications was an imitation of a form that had emerged in England, called “penny dreadfuls.” In the U. S., they were casually referred to as “shilling shockers”; they were coverless pamphlets offering sometimes garish stories of thrilling action, courtly love, and melodramatic adventure. Initially selling for 12.5 cents, they eventually were priced for as much as a quarter and sometimes carried more than one author’s work between the pages.


These unique publications were produced under such titles as Flag of Our Union, The New York Ledger, or The Youth’s Companion. Several New York newspapers such as The New York Herald also carried the same kind of material. Some periodicals were issued weekly or bimonthly and sold for anywhere from 5¢ to 25¢; they might offer one or more serialized stories. Standards varied, but generally they appeared in a two- to three-column format of small font print and were often fronted with lavish woodcut illustrations. They contained fiction, articles on various matters of interest, “letters” written from corresponding travelers, satiric political observations, essays on morality or social reform, the text of hymns, and doggerel selected from thousands of submissions by aspiring poets. One of the most successful of these periodicals—one that would survive until the mid-twentieth century—was Street & Smith’s New York Weekly, which began publication in 1858, with Ned Buntline as one of their premiere authors.*


The fiction in these story papers was usually broken up into serialized format and offered short, digestible chapters, each headed by a summarizing title, all part of an ongoing serial that would run over a number of issues. On average, the stories ran between 30,000 and 50,000 words and were characterized by lavish description and action scenes punctuated by inflated dialogue and theatrical posturing. Episodes frequently ended with a “cliff-hanger” to encourage readers to snap up the next number as soon as it emerged, or, better, to purchase a regular subscription so they wouldn’t miss an installment. Subscriptions were difficult to sell, though, because of postal regulations that required the recipient of a periodical to pay postage on receipt. The Post Office Act of 1852 ultimately permitted a less expensive and less cumbersome method of collecting postage from the mail source.* For the rest of the century, story paper publishers and dime novel publishers would take great pains to ensure that their publications looked more like periodicals than like individually published books, as they competed for readers’ subscriptions as well as for prominence on street-corner newsstands.


A number of publishing firms were actively engaged in this type of publishing during the antebellum period. They ranged from well-established concerns that would grow into major houses to fly-by-night organizations that put out only few numbers before folding for lack of capital. Derisively called “yellow backs” by highbrow detractors, the books were regarded as utter trash, prosaic pandering to the lowest common denominator of the literate public. But, in truth, almost everyone read them.* Competition was fierce, and advertising was so highly prized that some publications would actually take out ads in rival papers to promote their next number.


Because the rights to any given piece were assigned wholesale to the publisher, the editors could reprint any story at will and could do so for years, sometimes marketing it under a different title (a “house title”) or even under the name of a different author. Plagiarism was common; some writers, including Judson, would often recast a previously published story, give it a different title, and then market it elsewhere, sometimes under a different name.* At the same time, more prestigious journals and magazines of a more artistic bent—the Knickerbocker, for example—carried the higher-brow reading market and offered material by writers acknowledged to be more “artistic,” a market that would in the years following the Civil War come to be dominated by such organs as Harper’s Magazine and the Atlantic Review, among others.


Initially, the Knickerbocker and like organs were the market young Edward Judson sought to enter. His efforts to start his own literary magazines during this period indicate that, in spite of his more or less ham-handed editorializing and jingoistic patriotic diatribes, he longed for recognition. Lewis Gaylord Clark, editor of the Knickerbocker, gave Judson’s sporadically produced journals favorable reviews; this inspired him.* When his story “Running the Blockade” appeared in the Knickerbocker in 1844, Judson believed he was launched; by 1847, he had added three prize-winning novelettes, published by well-known publishing houses in New York, and had become, he said, “a literary man.”*




Judson initially agreed with Nathaniel Hawthorne that mass-produced, cheap fictional forms were rubbish, and they pretty much were. The high cost of books put quality fiction out of reach of the average American, but here was escapist entertainment aplenty for the common man in an accessible and affordable form.* The cheap story papers could be easily folded into a pocket, read as time permitted, and then discarded or merely left on a train or park bench for someone else to find. The fiction was sensational, sentimental, and moralistic; much of it was unoriginal; the prose was smoky and heavy, burdened by inflated vocabulary. Virtual oratory often took the place of dialogue. Nevertheless, it was extremely popular, and after 1860, it would become even more so. Hundreds of writers—thousands by the end of the century—were actively engaged in producing it. Most used pseudonyms to protect their reputation, should they ever achieve some more respectable fame, but a large number of them, judging from the list of their fates, were merely desperate individuals with a modicum of talent, seeking to make a few dollars.* *


This wasn’t the kind of writing Judson wanted to do. Still, his editorial ambitions had not led him to prosperity, and he found that he couldn’t compete with such writers as William T. Porter and Frank Forester in producing sporting stories. His desire was to be accepted in the first rank of American authors.* So, armed with copies of Ned Buntline’s and The Western Literary Journal, Judson made his way to Boston, where he believed the seat of American literary art resided. Once there, he attempted to secure introductions to Nathaniel Hawthorne, Washington Irving, and others; none would see him. But when he returned to New York, he observed the common people—laborers, factory workers, domestics, store clerks, and even policemen whiling away time spent waiting for a train, an omnibus, or in some waiting room—reading the same cheaply produced fiction of which he had despaired. From so small an investment as a “bit,” or half a quarter, he noticed, people were deriving hours of entertainment, and they were enthusiastic about it. He also had to acknowledge that among the most loyal audience for his own work were the soldiers bound for Mexico and the Southwest and sailors aboard U. S. warships, men who sometimes found time heavy on their hands and uplifting amusement hard to come by.* Never one to overlook an opportunity, Judson ignored the snub of the bookish elite and embraced his fate by producing stories as well as the same cheap novelettes for the story papers by the dozens, selling them wherever he could.


In 1847, he decided to exploit his interest in social reform and to build on his rapidly growing celebrity. He began working on a series of books he entitled The Mysteries and Miseries of New York: A Story of Real Life. Part exposé, part diatribe, but mostly melodramatic hyperbole loosely based on facts, his announced intention was to warn the general public about the deadly pitfalls of various gambling and drinking establishments in Manhattan. He modeled the idea on a French volume, The Miseries of Paris; nothing quite like it had ever been seen in America. At first, he found no takers for the manuscript, so he published it himself. So successful was the book—it sold more than 100,000 copies and was translated for sales in Europe—that people clamored for him to add a promised second volume. But he had exhausted his funds. Berford and Company, recognizing a good thing when they saw it, offered a deal, and the series eventually ran to five full volumes. Ultimately, he would join forces with Benjamin Baker to produce an amalgamation with Baker’s earlier melodrama, A Glance at New York, which Judson believed Baker initially had plagiarized from him.* Together, they mounted a co-authored production, New York as It Is, and then a second production under the booklet’s original title. He extended the series to include The B’hoys of New York and The G’hals of New York over the next few years.


Whatever money Judson made from the publications and productions, though, was supplemented by his practice of visiting the same sorts of places he sought to expose. He would offer to keep their names and the names of the proprietors out of print—for a fee. Most were happy to pay it, although a few who were not happy sought Judson out for personal revenge. On at least one occasion he was badly beaten and thrown into the street by an outraged proprietor, and another encounter lead to his arrest for public brawling.* 


Regardless of the personal danger he brought down on himself, he made a good deal of money from the books and also established the name of Ned Buntline in the world of inexpensively published, sensational literature.


By 1861, Judson was in the army, serving with the 1st New York Mounted Rifles. The unit saw almost no action, and Judson, who had lied about his age in order to be accepted as a recruit, rose to the rank of sergeant before being busted down to private. Called “Uncle Ned” by his messmates, he was known to be a grand storyteller and reliable purveyor of whiskey for the camp. He had been writing regularly for Street & Smith’s story paper, and he had a following for his independently produced novelettes and booklets, but he now became familiar with the possibilities of the dime novel. He observed that the cheaply wrapped volumes arrived in the military camps in bales and that the men read and traded them until they fell apart. It was easy to imagine that the same sort of thing was going on aboard ships, in logging and railroad and mining camps, around factories and mills—anywhere people gathered and were hungry for inexpensive reading matter.* Here, again, was an opportunity.* By 1863, Ned Buntline was officially included in Beadle and Adams’ Ten-Cent series, but he continued to contribute regularly to Street & Smith’s New York Weekly as well as other publications. By the late 1860s, he had become a significant name in the dime-novel writing world, better known and more widely read than many of the literary giants who had snubbed him in Boston.


The emergence of the dime novel was perhaps the most astonishing publishing phenomenon in United States history. After the incredible success of Malaeska, Beadle and Adams moved quickly to the forefront of the market, although they were by no means without competitors. By 1865, more than four million ten-cent volumes had been published, with sales of individual titles ranging from 35,000 to 80,000 each. The story papers would continue to flourish, but now there was a natural reprint outlet for the completed serials, and they, too, would come to be sold by subscription.* The impact of the dime novel was felt nowhere more than on an emerging category of fiction, one that had barely been touched on before the Civil War: the western.


Going West 


Although Judson is sometimes credited with more that 400 titles, only twenty-five known novelettes are set west of the Mississippi or in any way involve western themes or settings. That he had a fascination with the West is well documented by several biographers, but Judson’s idea of the West in the antebellum period extended no farther than St. Louis. By reading his western fiction, one learns that he was familiar with the published work of Lewis and Clark and knew of the exploits of John C. Frémont, but his personal experience in the West seems to have been exceptionally limited.


This wasn’t atypical. James Fenimore Cooper’s detractors (including Mark Twain) would aver that Cooper not only knew nothing of the West (defined as western New York State, Pennsylvania, and Ohio, primarily), but also that he’d never met a woodsman such as Natty Bumppo or encountered any Indian, outside of a cigar store carving. Edmund Pearson writes, “Some of the most popular of the Wild West stories were written by authors whose nearest acquaintance with the great plains was in White Plains, New York.”*


Still, Fred E. Pond asserts in his biography that Judson had always been fascinated with the West and had ventured there following his resignation from the U. S. Navy. This advances what was apparently Judson’s claim that he worked for the North West Fur Company, trapping around the headwaters of the Yellowstone River in Montana between 1842 and 1844. This seems plausible, as Judson disappeared entirely during these two years; but Jay Monaghan notes that Judson’s name appears nowhere in the company’s records.*


It’s also possible that during an 1851 visit to New Orleans, Judson might well have taken a packet or excursion to Galveston Island, by then a thriving commercial center and home to one of the largest cities on the Gulf Coast.* But apart from a brief reference to the island in an authorial intrusion in one novelette, there’s no record that he did so. Moreover, in several novelettes, his flawed sense of geography about the terrain of the Lone Star State indicates that he had no firsthand knowledge of it.


Prior to his 1868 trip to California, Judson had probably never ventured west of the Mississippi; nor, apparently, did he ever return after that trip. The celebrated account of his traveling to Dodge City to present Wyatt Earp and Bat Masterson, among others, with the storied Buntline Specials (Colt .45 revolvers with 12" barrels and specially designed grips that featured the letters NED in ornate carving) was apparently a pure fabrication, advanced mainly by Stuart Lake in his biography of Earp; it was based on an obtuse reference by Pond and has been fairly thoroughly discredited.* And even though Judson did subsequently invest in the Cheyenne Gold Mine Company in Deadwood, South Dakota, a venture that made him truly wealthy, there’s no record of his ever visiting it.


Nevertheless, when the name Ned Buntline is mentioned and anyone recognizes it at all, his association with what would in a later era be called western pulp fiction is nearly automatic. To a large extent, that connection is predicated on the events that followed that late summer meeting in 1869 with William Cody, a man Judson would identify in the minds of millions as Buffalo Bill.


Buffalo Bill, The King of Border Men; The Wildest and Truest Tale I’ve Ever Told, the novelette Judson produced following his meeting with William F. Cody, appeared in Street & Smith’s New York Weekly between December 23, 1869 and March 10, 1870. It came at a watershed moment in the development of American culture, a point in time when it seemed that every eye in the newly restored Union was on the Wild Wild West.* Following the Civil War, disillusionment came hard on the heels of four years of bloody fighting that ripped the nation in two; a healing force was needed. Horace Greeley’s famous 1865 admonition, “Go West, Young Man,” never had seemed more applicable to the national spirit than at this time.* The completion of the Transcontinental Railroad in May 1869 marked an astounding achievement. It not only was a demonstration of an incredible feat of engineering and human determination, it also, for the first time, made the concept of the American West a concrete reality in the minds of millions.


It would have been unnatural for Judson, opportunist that he was, not to have taken notice of this national trend. He may have been a New Yorker and more experienced in seafaring adventures, Latin American exploits, and Floridian Indian warfare, but he understood the appeal of an exciting frontier, filled with unknown danger and rife with unimaginable possibility. By the late 1860s, people were going west in droves. Between new discoveries of gold and silver in the Dakotas and Montana and Nevada and the prospect of arable farm and ranchland aplenty in a vast territory that had previously been regarded only as “The Great American Desert,” prospects were bright. Manifest Destiny was becoming manifest reality, and it was only a matter of time before the civilizing influences of the East would conquer the plains, mountains, and deserts; tame or push back the Indians and wild beasts; and adapt to the harsh climate of the continent. There was an overwhelming sense that the West was the place where the future of America would be found.* 


Prior to the Civil War, Western American fiction had lost much of its luster. Cooper’s novels of the frontier focused on a geography that had, by then, been pretty well settled. The tales inspired by Daniel Boone and Davy Crockett involved Kentucky and Tennessee, now well known to Americans. The category was marked by the works of such writers as Robert Montgomery Bird with his Nick of the Woods (1837), William Gilmore Simms with The Yemassee: Romance of Carolina (1835) and Border Romances series (1834–1840). Emerson Bennett’s The Prairie Flower (1849) was hugely popular and sold more than 100,000 copies, and Judson’s own Norwood; or, Life on the Prairie appeared that same year. But almost all of these were imitative of past masters whose West was actually east of the Mississippi. Moreover, their themes and ideas had degenerated into a stale sameness. In 1858, William T. Coggeshall, State Librarian of Ohio, author of Poets and Poetry of the West (1860), described the western American fiction of his day: “Tomahawks and wigwams, sharp-shooting and hard fights, log cabins, rough speech, dark-devil boldness, bear-hunting and cornhusking, prairie flowers, bandits, lynch-law and no-law-at-all miscellaneously mixed into 25 cent novels.* ” To Coggeshall and others, the West as a subject for fiction had become little more than a sorry mixture of wild imagination, hackneyed plots, and cliché.


Ten years before Coggeshall’s castigation of the western, though, novelists had paid some attention to the greater western territory. In 1849, Kit Carson became the model for the plainsman, a completion, in a way, of the alliterative nicknames given to Cooper’s intrepid Natty Bummpo: pathfinder, pioneer. As an actual figure, Carson loomed large in the American culture. As a fictional character, he was given heroic status in such novels as Emerson Bennett’s The Prairie Flower, and shades of his nature—particularly his physical description—can be found in Buntline’s character Norwood. Unlike other western heroes then or later, Carson seemed to combine the qualities of explorer and intrepid adventurer into a single image. He extended the ideal of Cooper’s Leatherstocking toward a new horizon and into a new geography and, along the way, transformed him into a different sort of hero. The transition from pathfinder to plainsman, however gradual, is visible in the postwar westerns. Tomahawk, musket, coonskin cap, and moccasins are traded for Bowie knife, six-gun, sombrero, and high-heeled boots. Intricate woodsmanship is exchanged for expert equestrian talents and a practical knowledge of featureless prairies and their special signs and tracks. The staunch defender of democratic principles against monarchical tyranny is replaced by an avid exponent of progress and civilization who pushes back savagery and wilderness. Carson, or the character he would inspire, would be cast in more than seventy fictional works before the end of the century; other than Buffalo Bill, he was possibly the most often characterized historical figure of the West. In his manifestation lies the beginning of a more significant evolution in the western protagonist that would emerge full-blown in the cowboy hero, fully realized in Owen Wister’s The Virginian: A Horseman of the Plains (1902).*


Between the intrepid Carson and Wister’s steel-jawed hero, though, there was a gap, and it was Ned Buntline and his twenty-five western dime novels that would almost accidentally fill it. “Buffalo Bill,” Richard Etulain claims, “more than any other figure, is responsible for what has become known as the myth of the American West.* ” Certainly, Cody and his fame grew steadily from the moment Ned Buntline wrote about him in what Street & Smith called “The Greatest Romance of Our Age.* ” By 1900, Kit Carson’s name had faded, but Buffalo Bill Cody’s name would be synonymous with the western hero. Buffalo Bill’s associates, particularly Wild Bill Hickok, Texas Jack Omohundro, Annie Oakley, and Buck Taylor, would be household words, real-life role models and heroes to people who would never travel farther west than the Jersey meadows. For the last thirty years of the nineteenth century and beyond, Cody, his western landscape, and the denizens of the frontier would rise to dominate the popular culture. Of the 1500 novels published by Beadle and Adams from 1860 on, more than three-quarters dealt with settings west of the Mississippi.* To a very large extent Ned Buntline played midwife to the birth of a mythos that is a persistent force in American culture up until the present day.* 


At the time, though, this was hardly evident. Indications are that Judson did not regard his essay into the West or his tale of Cody and Wild Bill “Hitchcock” (he misunderstood James Butler Hickok’s name, initially; in later volumes, he got it right) as being anything terribly significant beyond the moment and the immediate opportunity it presented.* “The Buffalo Bill incident,” Jay Monaghan claims, “never loomed as large in [Judson’s] life as the subsequent fame of Cody made it appear.* ”The two apparently hit it off famously that day at Fort McPherson. Judson impressed Cody with his horsemanship by taking a jog on Cody’s infamously difficult horse, Powder Face, and with his marksmanship and enthusiasm for adventure. Though Cody had a notable appetite for both strong drink and fiery women, his moral compass, however compromised by temptation, was always active. It might well be that he found in Judson something of a kindred spirit, a flawed but essentially good-hearted individual who understood the value of exploiting a chance when it presented itself.*


Over the three years following the publication of The King of Border Men, Cody’s reputation would rise. He and Judson would astound the American public with their touring play, Scouts of the Plains, a thoroughly disreputable piece of melodrama based largely on the novelette that, for some reason, had huge appeal.* * Eventually, they would part ways because of a dispute over money.* That Judson did not embrace Cody or the West entirely or devote the remainder of his writing days and energy to either topic indicates that while he did not dismiss the importance of western fiction to his career, he also did not see it as his primary interest. He made some efforts to capitalize on his “discovery” of Buffalo Bill by producing four more Buffalo Bill stories in 1872 and 1873, the same period of time in which the play was flourishing. Then, for more than a decade, he abandoned the sensational character he created, not returning to him until 1881.* 


Oddly, even though the name Ned Buntline is more closely associated with the western dime novel than the name of any other writer of the same period, he was still not the most prolific, the most committed, or even the best known writer of the form. His rapid establishment as an author of ten-cent novels of any sort is attributable to the fact that, among those who immediately began producing them in the early 1860s, he was one of the few who already had an established reputation. His titles always sold extremely well; but if his biographers can be relied on, he never devoted himself more to any one theme or idea than he did to anything else. Essentially, then, his identity as a western writer would seem to rest more on the happenstance meeting with William Cody and his brief but sensational effort to exploit it and parlay it into an enhancement of his celebrity and his fortune, than on any spiritual longing for the frontier.


During the fifteen years between his meeting with Cody and Judson’s death in 1886, he wrote voluminously: sea adventures, stories about the Seminoles and the late war, hunting and fishing articles, historical novels of the American Revolution, travel guides, interviews with Civil War generals, and other pieces. Judson followed the same diverse path he always had, capriciously seizing on whatever attracted his attention or imagination and always testing the waters of taste and trend while developing his own interests. Capable of producing multiple works in a very short time, he exploited whatever idea or inspiration came his way— between juggling wives, dabbling in both local and national politics, going on fishing expeditions, touring the Eastern seaboard, and arguing with his neighbors. At the same time, though, Judson somehow managed to establish himself as one of four most important western writers of his time and truly the only one whose name is still remembered. (The other three were Edward Ellis, Edward Wheeler, and Prentiss Ingraham.)* He may not have invented the dime novel western, but he defined it. The elements, devices, plot points, and character types that appear first in Ned Buntline’s novels grew into literary icons that would survive for more than 150 years.


The King of Border Men was not Judson’s first western. He initially tried his hand at the category in 1849 with the publication of Norwood; or, Life on the Prairie. This rambling story of a Kit Carson style hero accompanied by a crusty mountain man, a rustic Missourian, and a pair of greenhorns as they ventured down the Santa Fe Trail is typical of the western fiction of that period. But it also bespeaks of a primitive interest in and, all things considered, an astounding particular knowledge of the frontier. As with most of his western fiction, the geography is absurdly wrong and the Indians (Comanche in this instance) seem to be taken directly from Cooper’s pages. The novel was apparently highly successful, as it was reprinted widely by several different publishers under at least three different titles over the next forty years. Still, Judson didn’t return to western themes until 1859 when he offered Stella Delorme; or, The Comanche’s Dream, to the New York Mercury. This novelette, though plagued with the same factual flaws and plausibility issues that worry all of Judson’s work, shows a good deal more sophistication about the western frontier, and it seeks to employ more historical accuracy in placement, if not in plot. That it was reprinted by Beadle and Adams in June of 1869, shortly after the well-received run of Judson’s successful serial about Buffalo Bill, suggests that its potential appeal was high. It is neither the number of volumes nor their immediate impact on the reading public that elevates Ned Buntline’s name to the top of the western dime novelist’s charts. It’s more that Judson, trend-spotter that he always was, never seemed content to slavishly reproduce a prescribed formula, even when he had had a hand in establishing it. One of the marks of the work of a professional in any category is the writer’s ability to take the conventional template and convert it into something that’s recognizably his own, not by straying from the perimeters of the formula, but rather by developing it within its own confines and deepening its value within its own context. Each of the twenty-five known novelettes of the West that Judson wrote is unique among the group of Judson’s westerns and also among dime novel westerns in general. This, actually, may be the substance of his significance to the category.


King of the Dime Novel 


Reading a Ned Buntline novel today is not an easy task. Most modern readers will automatically wince at his casual displays of sexism, racism, and xenophobia. His near-evangelical admonitions against strong drink and immoral behavior seem archaic and naïve. Further, Judson’s narrative technique reflects the very best of the heady rhetoric and overblown theatrical style that characterizes the popular fiction of the period. He was a virtual master of the dramatic point of view, allowing dialogue to carry the burden of description, holding exposition to a minimum, and focusing always on action. In places, one can envision the characters striking poses and delivering speeches that would alert the audience to what the characters can see, or how they’re feeling, or what they suspect may be about to happen. He borrowed liberally from Elizabethan stage devices, as well, frequently allowing characters to offer long soliloquies summarizing their thoughts, actions, emotional states, or plans (revelations that sometimes lead to trouble if they are overheard) or having them invite a companion to walk or ride along with them so they can explain at length matters or situations the reader already knows. Often, the narrative passages are reduced to bridges between long exchanges of dialogue, broken up principally by a summary of plot points that took place earlier in the narrative but which might have been forgotten by the readers during the lapse of time between published episodes.


Judson relies on the two mainstays of the action/adventure writer that are typical of this type of fiction: contrivance and coincidence. It’s a strange situation indeed when a character doesn’t have a handy piece of rope tied around his waist, a trusty knife, or some other implement that proves to be just the thing to get him out of a scrape. It also seems to strike no one as odd that in a place as big as the West, people who have been separated for decades run into one another in remote locations and under the strangest of circumstances. Language differences pose no significant barrier to communication; initially, Indians and whites may have to speak in Indian dialect, but as the plot thickens, the matter is soon forgotten, and everyone speaks almost perfect English. Even rustic idioms or pidgin English are rendered in grammatically correct forms. Signals and signs, tracks, and codified indicators are everywhere visible to the trained eye. To Judson, apparently, the West was merely one large place that was more or less the same throughout. No matter where a character found himself, he was intensely aware of what was going on elsewhere, although there was no means by which information could be transmitted.


In all, Judson confined his western settings to six areas, focusing primarily on the high plains of Nebraska and eastern Montana, but occasionally including Kansas. Eight of his western novelettes are set in the high plains region, including all of the Buffalo Bill series. Second in frequency was Texas, with five novelettes set there; then the Mountain West, California, and the Pacific Northwest, New Mexico and Arizona, and the Black Hills of South Dakota. The specific setting didn’t truly matter, though, as realistic geography is never a primary concern to Judson. Although most of the stories commence in a named location with precise topographic features—prairie, mountains, forest, etc.—the action of the narrative will ordinarily, and in only a few hours’ time, take the characters across deserts, through swamps, into groves of trees or densely forested areas, across dusty prairie, and up into high craggy mountain tors where further dangers may be found in deep abysses or behind impassable mounds of rock. That such geographic phenomena would not always occur in close proximity—or in some settings would not occur at all—never seems to bother Judson. His interpretation of the West, gathered as it was from a rail car’s window, assumed these singular accidents of nature not only to be commonly located but also to be more or less constant from the northernmost territories to the deep Southwest. To Judson, it seems, the West looked pretty much as it did along the route between San Francisco and Council Bluffs, Iowa. He had no real reason to think otherwise.


Rivers and streams are plentiful in Judson’s West, many too fast or too deep to cross except at fords, and a fast-flowing one is always available when someone needs to hide a trail from pursuers or when a natural bridge needs to be washed away. No matter where the characters find themselves, they can be assured that a tall tree will be handy for someone to scramble up and reconnoiter or from which they may drop onto the back of a horse or eavesdrop on some speech being given by an adversary as he or she passes underneath. Vast canyons and insurmountable passes occur with regularity, but down on the plains, mounted parties can race at full gallop for hours on end without encountering a single natural impediment— unless, of course, some obstacle is needed to advance the tension.


Weather also plays a principal role in the typical Ned Buntline dime novel. A full array of flooding thunderstorms, complete with thunder and lightning, are juxtaposed against long periods of hot, dry conditions conducive to prairie fires, and both can occur in a day’s time. Notably, inclement weather is inclined to show up whenever tracks need to be erased or some villainy needs to be masked; and just as remarkably, the thoroughly soused ground beneath hoof or foot seems to dry out completely and almost immediately once the storm passes.


In Ned Buntline’s West, wild game is plentiful enough that only a few moments’ hunting no more than a casual stroll from any campsite can produce sufficient antelope, elk, deer, or even bear to feed two to ten people. Fishing, though rare, is also dependably productive, and it’s a sure bet that whatever characters are awaiting food to prepare are well provisioned with utensils and any necessary condiments the meal might require. Firewood is available for the gathering almost anywhere, and if seasoned wood is wanted to prevent telltale smoke, it can be as easily found as a greener variety. At the same time, vicious beasts—usually bears— lurk constantly. Snakes and large cats also play minor roles in some adventures.


Incongruously, Judson is meticulous in his treatment of horses, firearms, and other equipment. He understands that a horse can go only so far without rest, grass, and water, and there are numerous incidents of mounts being ridden to death in a chase. He also knows weaponry, both caliber and type, and even though he sometimes makes mistakes and requires a powder horn for a cartridge rifle, he elsewhere takes the time to have characters change primers on their cap-and-ball pistols and change their powder when wet conditions prevail.


Towns in a Ned Buntline novelette are seemingly small affairs and are minimally described. Most have the necessary establishments: a saloon or two, sometimes attached to “rooms,” although the suggestion of an operating brothel is too subtle to remark; a café or restaurant, sometimes connected to a hotel or to the saloon; and a livery or stable where mounts are available for purchase. There often is a bank, a freight office, and sometimes the home of some positive figure, generally a prosperous businessman, eager to befriend the honest and bankroll a promising enterprise. Most of his stories use town settings as conveniences—sometimes for secret assignations or as headquarters for some operation, generally nefarious, to be planned—not as harbingers of an advancing threat to the natural wildness of the frontier.


Judson’s imagination ranged wide in his depictions of the West, and somehow, if one is not experienced or has no other knowledge of the territory, it all seems completely plausible. In an era before modern photography, when the only graphic representations of the West were rendered in woodcuts, lithographs, paintings, and crude tintypes, it was next to impossible for the average American to comprehend the vastness and variation of the American frontier landscape. Corny stage presentations, including Judson’s own theatrical effort, provided tactile details of costume and an approximation of frontier conflicts, many based on the tall-tale-inspired journalistic literature of the day, but verbal descriptions were limited to individual experience. Judson’s personal view of as much of the West as he saw, augmented by all he could find to read about it, were both credible and consistent with some of the more hyperbolic treatments widely published in his time.


Background and setting may have provided a unique appeal, but audiences also demanded action. Thus, the formula for the dime novel plot was well established before the western rose to dominate the market. Essentially, stories followed a familiar melodramatic pattern. Action ordinarily begins with an abduction, then a flight, followed by a chase, a fight, and then a rescue. Although there are variations on that theme—principally, the addition of a re-abduction, a renewed chase, and a second fight, and rescue, possibly nothing more than a ploy to add more episodes or chapters and thereby lengthen a story’s run—this pattern would remain the bedrock of the American western for the next century and a half. As in the melodrama proper, the person abducted is most often a woman, specifically a young and virginal ingénue whose beauty is often matched only by her courage and moral certitude; she always prefers an untimely death rather than the unspeakable fate of remaining in the power of some unscrupulous villain. But from time to time, objects of a familiar nature substitute for a damsel in distress: a safe or strongbox, important legal papers, the claim on a mine, gold or money, or some combination of these.


One common twist on this theme is the hidden or unknown identity of one character that, when revealed, results in the reunion of long-lost siblings or of parents and children. More often than not, a family fortune is involved in such revelations. Generally, the audience is let in on the secret early, so anxiety, not only about the prevention of justice but also about the possibility that the characters might die ignorant of their fortunes, contributes to the suspense. Things always turn out for the best; most often, the stories end happily, usually with a marriage.


Judson’s treatment of women expanded the formulaic depiction of females on the frontier and in some ways exceeded the standard social boundaries. Almost all of his young female characters are innocent, in possession of beautiful hair, skin, and eyes; they also tend to be resilient, determined, physically strong, and far less helpless than the average melodrama heroine. Many of his contemporary writers presented women who had the uncanny ability to faint on cue—especially when their conscious presence was not wanted in a scene—and to be simpering weaklings in the face of danger. A Ned Buntline heroine is tougher than that. Although his women are often at the mercy of larger, stronger, or quicker and more ruthless men, and although they are capable of demonstrating emotional distress and terror, they never lose their spirit or give up hope of escape or rescue. Indeed, many extricate themselves through trickery and cunning from some villain’s containment, and some few prove proficient enough with firearms or other weapons to defend themselves, at least up to a point. From time to time, Judson casts a woman in the role of villain, not precisely as a femme fatale, but often as the catalyst or instigator of some evil, frequently because she perceives that she has been wronged and wants her revenge.


His female characters are never in danger of being called “liberated.” As a rule, if they don’t understand their place as daughters, mothers, or wives, they’re ultimately undone. Overall, though, a refreshing independence about them suggests that they know their own minds and are not shy about asserting their will and maintaining their individuality.


At the same time, an undercurrent of restraint informs the entire spectrum of the dime novel. Long before the passage of the Comstock Act of 1873, producers of story papers and other popular fiction were sensitive to the moral content of the material they shipped through the U. S. Mail. Nothing salacious or even suggestive was allowed.* Even official government documents relied on euphemisms and polite phrasing to avoid unsavory details; military reports about Indian depredations would make such substitutions as “outraged” for “raped” and “unmanned” for “castrated.” In the dime novel, not even that much of a suggestion could be allowed. Instead, the “fate worse than death” for most of Judson’s heroines is to be forced to marry some villain—quite often an Indian chief. The assertion seems to be that if the young woman is forced to go through some sort of ceremony, she would be ruined forever. Even the blackest of knaves treats his female captives with decorum, threatening harm, perhaps, but never actually assaulting them.


Thus, only suggestions of less than scrupulous behavior dominate the form. The roughest and toughest characters certainly never stoop to profanity or verbal vulgarity. Curse word substitutes such as “dod-durn it,” and oaths such as “Moses and maple syrup!” or “By Jupiter and all attendant moons” substitute for stronger language, even in the direst circumstances. Viler cursing is sometimes alluded to, and from time to time, a character might announce that if he had a less strident conscience, he would utter an oath, but none ever appears. To some extent, this was a reflection of the forced gentility of what some would call “The Sentimental Age.* ” On another plane, however, it was a recognition that a large part of the market for the dime novel was youngsters, and impolite language of any sort, if discovered by curious parents reading over their children’s shoulders, could have a devastating effect on sales. Hence, even the most evil of bad men and roughest of frontier rustics speaks with a sensitivity to correctness that extends to their most emotionally laden utterances.


Judson’s male villains also tend to reflect the moral climate and antisocial traits of his age. Mainly, his western villains can be divided into three groups: Indians, renegade white men, and outlaws. The distinction between the second and third is important, for the implication in his works seems to be that the renegades (often half-breeds or individuals who have for one reason or another “gone native”) who align themselves with evil forces against the greater good of society are far more dangerous than mere malefactors. Outlaws may well have been driven to a life of crime as the result of greed or, in some cases, as a result of perceived injustice; they tend to run the gamut from thieves and gang leaders to men whose criminal inclinations are the result of the irrestible temptation to enrich themselves at the expense of others. Frequently, both types appear in a single plot. This offers an opportunity to contrast the types against each other; it also affords an extension of the plot, as the hero must battle them both evil forces, one at a time and together.


A common feature of many of Judson’s westerns is the attempt on the part of some villain to seize a hero’s or heroine’s birthright and to remove its owner from the scene, either by arranging for his or her capture or demise at the hands of others (especially Indians) or by killing him or her outright. Even within this category, though, he makes distinctions between those villains who have cunning and wit enough to evolve intricate plots and schemes and those who are mere brutes, dangerous individuals whose ruthlessness and capacity for violence knows no subtlety.


Renegade white men villains appear with less frequency in Ned Buntline’s work. Generally, these individuals are former soldiers of fortune who have turned their backs on institutionalized civilization and aligned themselves with hostile Indian tribes. They usually have taught the Indians the white man’s strategies and combat tactics. Additionally, the renegades introduce the savages to modern arms and teach them to avoid the pitfalls of drunkenness and disease which, Ned Buntline constantly proclaims, are the bane of the red man’s existence. From time to time, the renegades are redeemed, sometimes by the restoration of that which they believe they have lost, and sometimes by the expressed nobility of the hero or heroine. More often, though, they are regarded as particularly dangerous, because they combine the sophistication of a civilized life with the primitive hostility of the savage Indian to form a deadly and conscienceless combination.


It is with the Indians, however, that Ned Buntline’s dime novels depart from the norm most obviously. A casual glance might suggest that Judson knew very little about the American Indian and that he was responding completely to period stereotypes, but a closer reading of his works reveals a subtle difference in the way he treated Native Americans and the manner in which they were depicted by many of his contemporaries.


Indians in these Ned Buntline western stories divide typically into two groups: “good Indians” and “bad Indians.” But the line between the two groups is not particularly distinct. Bad Indians are almost always drawn from tribes that were, during the period, notably engaged in hostilities against white encroachment: the Sioux, Cheyenne, Blackfoot, Comanche, Lipan, and Apache. Good Indians, as a rule, are Pawnee, Arapaho, and occasionally Kiowa. That Judson had only the most rudimentary knowledge about these native peoples is obvious, particularly when he has traditional and bitter enemies (Comanche and Lipan, for example) forging alliances against the local whites and combining forces for their mutual benefit.


He also pays no particular attention to a band’s geographic locale, sometimes admitting Sioux to Texas and Comanche to the High Plains. Finally, he seems to make little distinction among tribes in their dress, language, religion, or culture, assuming—as, indeed, did most whites of his era—that they all subscribed to the same social structures, practices, and beliefs. He generally assumes that plains Indians would not fight at night and that when they do go into battle, they form skirmish lines and put out flankers, as any quality military strategy would dictate. He indicates that they always require tobacco for any ceremony, that they place some sort of monetary value on scalps (often using them as currency), that their strongest desire is to marry white women, although they would never capture or molest a married woman, and that their war parties routinely number in the hundreds or even thousands. Although a Ned Buntline Indian—good or bad—is fiercely brave (and therefore a grand adversary for the hero) and devoted to principles and integrity, he almost always is sufficiently flawed in intelligence and sophistication, so he can be more easily defeated by stealth and wit than by outright assault.


Not all western novels turned on the conflict between whites and Indians as civilization pushed forward. Working within the limitations of that formula, Judson developed complications based on betrayal or apparent betrayal of a man’s word and on the corrupting influences of civilization on the more primitive but well-established cultural philosophy of what he clearly viewed as the “noble savage.” Even the worst of his Indian villains mix threats of mayhem and acts of terror with expressions of reasonable justification for their actions. They almost always display a sensitivity to their role in the universe and to their relationship to the “Great Spirit,” and they place a premium on courage and bold action, even in the name of villainy. Curiously, when an act of treachery occurs in one of these novels, it’s almost always by one white man against another; when a Ned Buntline Indian makes a promise, he tends to keep it.


In a way, this attitude reflects Judson’s reading of Cooper and others who depicted Indians as being more reactive than proactive in their violent rejection of white civilization, but Judson took the matter further. His understanding of the American Indian was, in places, laughably naïve and poorly informed. In several of his novels, characters hold forth at length about their personal antipathy to Indians and about their view of them as hopeless savages who ought to be exterminated. But apart from several isolated exceptions, Judson seemed years ahead of his time in his depiction of a people more sinned against than sinning. His Indians’ savagery is encouraged by the approach of a white civilization that had no appreciation of the Edenic purity represented in the Native American, a civilization that either wanted them pushed back even farther into the wilderness or dead.


Such an attitude represented no new direction for Judson, who had been lecturing on the wrongs done to the Seminoles in Florida since the early 1850s, but it did cut against the grain of public opinion in the United States. In the 1870s, as conflicts with the Sioux and Cheyenne heated up on the Great Plains and murderous stories involving Comanche and Apache came regularly out of the Southwest, to raise sympathy for the Indians’ plight was an uphill struggle, even for those most committed to doing so. Either way, Judson used the Indians as tools, elements in his fictional West that served an exciting purpose and represented a pagan evil that only a civilizing hand could vanquish. He never made a political issue of the Indians’ plight, nor did he exploit them. Even after news of the Little Bighorn debacle reached Judson, he never used it as a background or subject for a dime novel, although the commercial advantages of doing so had to be tempting.


Finally, though, and most importantly, there’s the Ned Buntline hero, the protagonist of his novels. Once again, a surface analysis of these western novels would seem to reveal that a Ned Buntline hero is pretty much like any other dime novel hero. Taken directly from the tradition that had spawned Natty Bummpo, and the fictional creations that were based on the real-life figures of Daniel Boone, Davy Crockett, and Kit Carson, the hero of the new Wild Wild West seemed to differ only in armament and accoutrement from the traditional frontiersman. The similarities are striking, even on other levels. To the antebellum audience, the frontier hero was generally one of two types. The first was a man who had suffered some severe loss, usually to the Indians. Adopting the ways and learning the wisdom of Native Americans, this individual would spend his life seeking revenge on those who had caused his pain. By direct or indirect action, he would aid the cause of civilization as it crept into the impenetrable forest, timidly searching out a path for the rest of civilization to follow.


Alternatively, the hero was a well-educated, well brought up, well-mannered gentleman of the East, both a product of and a representative of institutionalized civilization. He brought to the frontier not only a high sense of nobility and personal courage but also a refining spirit and genteel civility that would ultimately prevail against the savagery and primitiveness of the wilderness, sometimes by joining forces with those who had come before and found the path, and sometimes by being tutored by them in the ways of the West.


From time to time in the literary tradition of the nineteenth century, both of these hero character types appear in the same work—as they do in Cooper’s novels, for example. But their distinctions became increasingly distinctive and archetypcal over time and came to serve more didactic purposes. The rustic Indian-hater character in early western fiction was principally based on the historical figure, Lew Wetzel, dramatized sensationally by Edward Ellis in Frontier Angel; or, A Romance of Kentucky, in 1861. The rustic hero’s role was to teach the lessons of the frontier to the young and inexperienced sophisticate, who also provided a love interest for the heroine. Gradually, the former devolved into a consistently subordinate role, often paternal, sometimes providing comic relief, but also supplying the measure of violence required to subdue evil and make the West safe for the honest and the sincere. Just as gradually, the latter took on a natural understanding of the frontier sufficient for him to survive and ultimately to transform and civilize it; and he would, also naturally, get the girl in the end.


The dime novel structure refined this ideal even further, and under Ned Buntline’s pen, the two individual types were sometimes combined into a single hero who possessed both sets of characteristics. The rustic role, for Buntline, was relegated to a more avuncular position, developed out of his notion of Fritz, the plainsman of Norwood, who ultimately morphs into a rustic heroic ideal. Eventually, he becomes Cale Durg, a character Judson created for the stage, and ultimately Judson’s—or perhaps, Ned Buntline’s —alter-ego.* In each of these cases, the hero was a native of his own land, suddenly thrust into the position of caring for and protecting the innocent pioneers and adventurers who had arrived in the wilderness, singularly ill-equipped to survive. Christine Bold notes, “When Buntline put the native Westerner into the heroic role previously reserved for an Eastern gentleman, he did not break sharply with the other conventions of the romantic hero.* ” But Daryl Jones points out, “Such traits as humility, self-reliance, and moral insight found expression in the hero’s plain speech, his functional backwoods attire, his marksmanship, and his keen woodcraft. An agent of civilization, he was equipped to function in a wilderness setting. Yet the refined Western hero who also appeared in the middle 1870s was defined in terms decidedly social. His natural nobility found expression in youth and physical attractiveness, polished speech, drawing room savoir faire, and marriageability.* ” Thus, the foolish naiveté of the Eastern sophisticate and the brutal harshness of the Indian-hater became less polarized. Ultimately, over the course of Judson’s western dime novels, they were combined into a single character. He distilled the hero’s role and developed him into the kind of individual who would bridge the gap between Cooper’s intrepid Leatherstocking and Owen Wister’s cowboy hero, who would emerge in full flower at the end of the century.


As before in the shift from the woodsman to the plainsman, the change was not sudden or immediate. Following the tradition as he came to it (and to some extent, as he had helped to develop it through his previous writing), Judson’s first essay into western fiction, Norwood; or, Life on the Prairie (1849), handles the matter gently. In Stella Delorme* (1859), he casts the role of white avenger against red mayhem in the form of Ben McCulloch, the famed Texas Ranger who ultimately died a hero’s death fighting for the Confederacy in 1862 at Pea Ridge in Arkansas. (Judson spells his name McCullouch or McCullough.) The heroic love interest in the novel is a somewhat ineffective but still brave young man, schooled by the veteran westerner whose admirable nobility of character is balanced against his protégé’s honorable innocence. In Buffalo Bill, The King of Border Men, which appeared from December 1869 to March 1870, Judson follows the same pattern, never exposing his more civilized hero, Buffalo Bill, to blood revenge and slaughter, but leaving that task to Bill’s more volatile sidekick, Wild Bill Hickok. As the novels developed, though, Judson began reshaping his idea of the hero, gradually evolving figures such as Dashing Charlie and Tombstone Dick, a hero who could, with impunity, massacre a half dozen or more bad guys without a flicker of remorse, while risking his life to save even the least worthy of the party he was protecting. In several of the novelettes, Big Foot Wallace, for example, whole groups of villains are laid waste in gory scenes that border on summary execution, but the moral justification for the action seems always to override any outrage at excess that might arise.


A fully evolved Ned Buntline hero contains all the ordinary virtues required of the period. Handsome, athletic, capable, and daring, his heroes are expert marksmen who can break wild horses in a few moments’ time, find game on a barren landscape, and locate groves of trees surrounded by good grazing and plentiful grass in which to camp without trouble. They can go days at a time without sleep, never drink liquor, and they are always well spoken, grammatically correct, and oratorically gifted. They spit in the eye of danger, laugh at threats, and can endure the most torturous conditions while exuding practical wisdom about the need to rest horses or themselves. They can fall in love at a glance with women they’ve barely spoken to and then risk their lives to obtain their ladies’ favor. Their honesty is beyond reproach, their integrity beyond question, and a promise, even rendered to the most villainous of enemies, is worth their life to keep. And, without fail, they always get the girl.


That Judson saw himself in these roles seems likely; or perhaps it was not so much Edward Z. C. Judson he saw, but rather Ned Buntline, the public image he created and always advanced into the fray. As Jay Monaghan put it, referring to Judson’s early account of his adventures, “Always he told the reader that his story was going to be true, and then he told a whopper that nobody could believe.* ” But in the western dime novels, he suddenly had an audience that was ready not only to believe but also to embrace this new brand of heroics; and in his discovery of Buffalo Bill, Judson had a real, living and breathing apotheosis of the western hero in buckskins and sombrero to provide the evidence that such truly existed.


Hence, all of the heroes in Judson’s dime novels are, in one way or another, part Buffalo Bill, part Judson. Had he not stumbled upon William Cody lying asleep, and possibly drunk, under a wagon on a late summer’s day in 1869, chances are good that the handsome young man with greasy buckskins and long flowing curls would have merely continued his work foraging and scouting for the army. Eventually he would have faded into the anonymity of western history, along with hundreds of others who were doing the same thing, many of whom had also been called “Buffalo Bill.” Instead, he became a living symbol of the western hero, and in his projected character and public image, he came to represent all that was possible in the utopian ideal that the West seemed to offer.


Judson himself must have seen this and must have been sensitive to it, for all the while he was promoting Cody in print and on stage, pushing the initially shy and awkward plainsman out into the limelight, he also was creating his own fictional image. It would emerge as the nameless narrator of The Miner Detective, then more boldly as Cale Durg, sort of a stage name for Ned Buntline, who would figure as the avuncular but intrepid hero of Hazel-Eye, The Girl Trapper. But more often, it would appear in the authorial voice with which, in the style of narrative pose so common at the time, Ned Buntline’s persona would intrude into the narrative to verify the accuracy of some detail, sustain the correctness of some testimony, or merely to illuminate the story with an avowal that what the reader was vicariously experiencing actually happened.


In a way, on that day at Fort McPherson when Judson and Cody met, the more sustained meeting was between Ned Buntline and Buffalo Bill, the public images and perceived personalities that were utterly created out of the mind of one of the most remarkable men and one of the most imaginative writers of his time. That Cody would go on to become the archetypal western hero, whose name resonates more than a century after his death, while Judson would fade into philological obscurity in almost the same amount of time is ironic.


Another irony resides in the fact Judson probably never fully appreciated the impact of what he had done. The amount of time between the initial serialization of The King of Border Men and its first reprint ten years later suggests that whatever sensation the original novelette created was not immediately apprehended. It would take time and the contributions of writers such as Edward Wheeler, Prentiss Ingraham, and hundreds of others to augment, develop, and shape the western mythos into the form it would take in the next century, long after the frontier closed and the nation looked elsewhere for both adventure and utopia. In time, the western hero Judson molded out of the raw clay of the frontiersman left him by Cooper and others would be shaped into the cowboy hero, and names like Calamity Jane, Belle Starr, Billy the Kid, and Butch Cassidy would join those of Buffalo Bill and Wild Bill Hickok as part of the fabric of the nation’s iconographic past. When Owen Wister’s The Virginian came onto the scene some thirty years after The King of Border Men appeared, the new archetype was fully realized; but few, if any, acknowledged the role that Edward Z. C. Judson played in building it.


A Literary Man 


In his own time, Judson fought the elitism that condemned the work he produced to the negative category of “popular.” In effect, the books were seen as “boy’s books,” simple, unsophisticated stories of frontier adventure that offered the added benefit of an elementary lesson in life. They confirmed the notion that good always triumphed over evil if the agents of good remained true to high moral values and sustained the positive influences of civilization. They couldn’t truly be literature, not in any sense that such a term had meaning in the salons and drawing rooms of the educated and worldly. That they made money, that they had wide appeal among the common people were not perceived as virtues; such attributes were actually signs that they were indeed as lowbrow and simple as they appeared to be.


But their influence, not only on the western novel but on shaping the form of the modern novel, cannot be denied. In their transition from story paper to dime novels, then ultimately to pulp fiction and mass-market paperbacks, these works gave a distinctive shape and design to modern fiction. Their influence can be found in writers of no less stature than Stephen Crane, Theodore Dreiser, Jack London, and Upton Sinclair. They certainly can be found in the works of Zane Gray, Walter Van Tilburg Clark, Louis L’Amour, Elmore Leonard, Larry McMurtry, and Cormac McCarthy. Beyond the western, they are recognizable in the works of John Le Carré, Ken Follett, Tom Clancy, and even Stephen King. To some extent, their structures and expectations inform the best of American popular fiction today, for we still see the central struggle in modern fiction to be between a lone hero, standing for noble principles and objective justice, against a savage foe and the corruption of civilization, bent on their destruction; and more often than not, whatever else is at stake seems less important in the moment than does the girl.


In retrospect, then, it may well be that Ned Buntline’s sensational tale of western adventure not only rejuvenated a category of fiction, but that it set a pattern, established a new formula that continues to flourish nearly a century and a half later. It’s probably not too much to say that he set a standard and, hackneyed and trite as the formula might appear to contemporary readers, it remains the measure of what a good novel, western or otherwise, aspires to be.


—Clay Reynolds
The University of Texas at Dallas
 2011 














Editorial Note 


THE TEXTS OF THE FOLLOWING SELECTIONS have been digitally scanned from microfilm. The original publications, where available, are not in a condition to permit reproduction via photocopier or digital scanner; in most cases, they cannot even be handled without risk of severe damage or destruction.


The best information available suggests that usually the original serialized novelettes appeared in story papers such as Street & Smith’s New York Weekly. Then they were reissued or reprinted as independent pamphlet-style publications known as dime novels, with only slight re-editing or no re-editing whatsoever; exceptions have generally been noted. Chapter headings have been preserved where they were used, but without more specific examination, it’s not possible to tell where serial breaks or caesura occurred. These must be inferred in some cases at any event, because the original serialized version cannot be located or safely examined.


It’s important to bear in mind that the term “dime novel” applies generally to all inexpensively produced, mass-market fiction that appeared from 1860 until about 1910. Not all of these sold for ten cents; indeed, they sold variously for a nickel or a quarter or two-for-a-quarter or at other price points throughout the period. Some, such as The King of Border Men, were reprinted in full volume form in later issues. The term, therefore, has become a generic indicator of a type of fiction, rather than a particular series of publications that sold for a specific price. Although Beadle and Adams were the originators of the dime novel in 1860 and issued only 631 titles as either “Dime Novels” or “New Dime Novels” between 1860 and 1885, it’s estimated that as many as eleven million titles in numerous formats for a variety of cover prices were issued by multiple publishing houses in the fifty-year period from 1860 to 1910. Even a more realistic estimate of 4 million titles is still a phenomenal lot of popular fiction to emerge from any period.


The chief literary value of these stories lies in the historical development not only of the novel in general but of the western American novel, specifically. Conventions established in these works would continue to appear as virtual requirements in the western for a good long while. Such clichés as “head ’em off at the pass,” “white man speaks with forked tongue,” and “shootin’ iron,” were propagated if not coined in this form. Stereotypical heroes and villains were established here more as archetypes than as flat, undeveloped stock characters, and the vagaries and caprices of the western American landscape were established as fixed entities. In that sense these works provide a bridge and a foundation for literary efforts to come in all categories, not merely in the western. Their importance is vital, and, as one reads them and discovers, their entertainment value, though often archaic and somewhat overcooked, is obvious to the objective eye.














A Cautionary Note on Language


IN MOST ALL OF THE SELECTIONS IN THIS VOLUME, as in most of the material published for public consumption during the nineteenth century, there appear words and phrases that, by modern standards, are decidedly offensive to the eye and ear. Epithets and expressions regarding race, ethnicity, and gender used during the period of the mid-to-late nineteenth century were not restrained by any sense of political or social sensitivity. Difficult as it may be to accept by twenty-first century readers, and tragic as it may be to admit in our more enlightened and tolerant age, the use of such language in that era was not intended to provoke or incite or especially to insult, denigrate, or disparage any group. In most cases, such phrasings were part of the average American’s standard vernacular, the common parlance of the common man, in sum. Such terminology was regularly used by people whose political, social, and philosophical sensibilities ran counter to the practices of discrimination and subjugation of the very groups the terms refer to. As a matter of social relevancy, it was the tone of voice and accompanying gestures to such language that defined them as being deliberately insulting, not the words themselves.


Edward Z. C. Judson (aka Ned Buntline) was no different in this regard from any other American or any other writer of his time. Terms that are today deemed to be defamatory as they applied not only to ethnic and racially defined groups but also as references to national origin or religious preference were so much a part of the acceptable vocabulary of his world that he would never have regarded them to be particularly noteworthy. Like most writers of the time, he saw himself, correctly, as a member of the American mainstream. He championed the causes of Native American rights and refused to agree to a political platform plank endorsing the continuation of slavery.


Other writers of the era—James Fenimore Cooper, Herman Melville, Louisa May Alcott, Mark Twain, Bret Harte, William De Forest, to name a few— routinely incorporated such phrasings into both their narratives and characters’ dialogue. The practice would continue well into the twentieth century, indeed up to and even beyond the era of a raised social consciousness that has emerged in the last four decades. The intent was not to do harm, but to produce authentic dialogue. For authors to have substituted polite euphemisms or politically correct phrases would have struck their contemporary readers as more than odd. They would have seen it as affected and false.


Accordingly, the works of Ned Buntline here presented are offered intact, as they were originally printed. To excise or edit certain words or phrases or alter editorially the expressions of either narrators or characters would be a betrayal of the historical integrity of the originals. Such changes would damage them by trying to force them to conform to a level of social sensibility that neither their authors nor their original readers could comprehend.


It’s important to note that such language as might be deemed to be offensive that appears here appears only in the context of the Ned Buntline novelettes. It is not elsewhere repeated, or even cited. It is not the intention of the editor or the publisher to sensationalize such expressions or to promote them. They are merely part of the fabric of the literature of the past, and, as such, they serve as reminders of the distance we have come from that time of ignorance and intolerance into a more enlightened and accepting world.
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Buffalo Bill, the King of Border Men; or, 
The Wildest and Truest Tale I’ve Ever Told 


Editor’s Note 


Originally published over a period of three months between December 1869 and March 1870, this story has become the signature Ned Buntline tale of the West. Edward Z. C. Judson’s discovery of William F. Cody and his immediate exploitation of him created a western hero unparalleled in his era. It’s likely that neither Judson nor his publisher, Street & Smith’s New York Weekly, had an appreciation of the magnitude of what they actually were doing. Although Judson would go on to produce five more dime novels based on Buffalo Bill’s exploits—mostly imagined—and although he would certainly predicate his traveling road show, Scouts of the Plains, upon material he clearly had gathered from Cody, neither Buffalo Bill nor any western idea seemed to dominate his writing career either before or after 1869.


The story follows a standard plot formula, one that would become something of a Ned Buntline trademark: abduction, pursuit, rescue, re-abduction, re-pursuit, re-rescue, with a multiple set of villains (in this case, four distinct groups). It is, by comparison, much bloodier and more violent than most of his other westerns (Big Foot Wallace being a notable exception), with dozens and dozens of villains being slain at a time and even the bodies of innocents left littering the prairie and mountain landscape. In this version, Buffalo Bill is a vengeful and deliberate killer, a trait that would be softened in subsequent tales. Here, the action ranges from somewhere near the Missouri/Kansas line, near the valley of the Republican River, up to the Platte River, and out to the Colorado River. Characters traverse these great distances in a matter of days, or sometimes hours. Mountain crags and deep abysses, rushing streams and waterfalls, broad prairies and heavy woods are spread akimbo throughout the narrative. There is also the more or less requisite timely thunderstorm and constant attention to the needs of horses, as well as several temperance lectures, many of which are ascribed to Buffalo Bill, probably to Cody’s surprise when he read it.


Buffalo Bill and his erstwhile sidekick and boon companion Wild Bill Hickok are at the center of the story, which begins with the brutal murder of Buffalo Bill’s father by the chief villain, Jake M’Kandlas, a pro-slaver and Missouri bushwhacker. After swearing revenge, growing to manhood, and developing extraordinary frontier skills, Buffalo Bill and his horse Powder Face join ranks with Wild Bill and his equally talented mount, Black Nell, to recapture Lottie, Buffalo Bill’s sister, who has been kidnapped by Dave Tutt, one of the M’Kandlas gang. Other villains, including Alf Coye, Ma-no-tee, a Sioux warrior queen, and ultimately Ben Mc-Culloch, in a reprise role from Stella Delorme, challenge the pair, and the action is virtually nonstop.


The story breaks in two; after Chapter XXX, the action shifts from the high plains to St. Louis; the focus also changes from dealing with frontier bushwhackers and hostile Indians to the opening days of the Civil War. The climax occurs at the Battle of Pea Ridge (or Elkhorn Tavern), which actually took place in March 1862, in which William Cody was insignificantly involved. Ben McCulloch, however, was killed in the fray in what was regarded by his troops as a highly heroic manner. Even though McCulloch is a serious threat to Buffalo Bill and his security in the Ned Buntline tale, Judson is careful not to make him out to be too much the villain and redeems him in an off handed way.


Historical facts are mostly adverse to the story itself. William Cody did shoot it out with the M’Kandlas gang (actually spelled McCandlas or McCandless), but the encounter took place in Nebraska, not in Missouri. Cody met James Butler (“Wild Bill”) Hickok much later than the early 1860s, and the pair never particularly partnered up or rode together for any length of time. Typically, Judson seldom stopped in his composition to check facts or verify much of anything. He again uses “McCullough” for “McCulloch,” misspells Hickok’s name as “Hitchcock” throughout, calls William Clarke Quantrell “Cantrell,” assigns a mythical sister named Lottie to Cody, and gives Cody a true love and eventually a wife, Louisa La Valliere, even though Cody was already married to Louisa Frederici. The battle scene that brings the story to its climax and close is ludicrously inaccurate in detail. Nevertheless, the story establishes a remarkable number of precedents and leaves matters open for a sequel, which Judson would provide in Buffalo Bill’s Best Shot; or, The Heart of Spotted Tail. A Story of Life on the Plains in 1872.


Judson completed the Buffalo Bill cycle with: Buffalo Bill’s Last Victory; or, Dove-Eye, the Lodge Queen; Dashing Charlie, the Texan Whirlwind; Texas Jack, the White King of the Pawnees; A Mate to Buffalo Bill; and Will Cody, the Pony Express Rider; or, Buffalo Bill’s First Trail. The last of these appeared in 1885 and possibly was the last dime novel Judson published under the name Ned Buntline. His conclusion of the Wild Bill Hickok adventures appeared in On the Death Trail; or, the Last of Wild Bill. Buffalo Bill, though, would be frequently referenced and lauded in many of Ned Buntline’s tales, as would be Wild Bill himself.


The version of the original Buffalo Bill serial presented here is taken from an 1886 reprint of the first complete edition, which was issued by J. S. Ogilvie & Company in 1881. Insofar as is known, Street & Smith never issued any reprint of the original serial as a separate piece, but they did reprint the serial in some fashion or other during the time in between its original appearance and the 1881 Ogilvie edition. Ogilvie offered another reprint in 1887, and P. O. Vickery published an edition of the story in 1896. Subsequent editions continued to appear for the next century, including an expurgated version from Arno Press in 1974 that only includes the first thirty chapters. The Ogilvie edition is believed to be taken directly from the Street & Smith plates, a conjecture that is more or less verified by the preservation of such errors as the misspellings “McCullogh,” “Hitchcock,” and “Cantrell.”
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CHAPTER I.


An oasis of green wood on Kansas prairie—a bright stream shining like liquid silver in the moonlight—a log house built under the limbs of great trees—within this humble home a happy group. This is my first picture.


Look well on the leading figure in that group. You will see him but this once, yet on his sad fate hinges all the wild and fearful realities which are to follow, drawn, to a very great extent, not from imagination, but from life itself.


A noble-looking, white-haired man sits by a rough table, reading the Bible aloud. On stools by his feet sit two beautiful little girls—his twin daughters—not more than ten years of age, while a noble boy, twelve or thirteen, stands by the back of the chair where sits the handsome, yet matronly-looking mother.


It is the hour for family prayer before retiring for the night, and Mr. Cody, the Christian as well as patriot, always remembers it in the heart of his dear home.


He closes the holy book, and is about to kneel and ask Heaven to bless and protect him and his dear ones.


Hark! The sound of horses galloping with mad speed towards his house falls upon his ear.


“Is it possible there is another Indian alarm?” he says, inquiringly.


Alas! worse than red savages are riding in hot haste toward that door.


“Hallo—the house!” is shouted loudly, as a large cavalcade of horsemen halt before the door.


“What is wanted, and who are ye?” asked the good man, as he threw wide open the door and stood upon its threshold.


“You are wanted, you black-hearted nigger-worshipper, and I—Colonel M’Kandlas—have come to fetch you! And there’s the warrant!”


As the ruffian leader of the band shouted these words, the pistol already in his hands was raised, levelled, fired, and the father, husband and Christian fell dead before his horror-stricken family.


“If them gals was a little older—but never mind, boys, this will be a lesson for the sneaks that come upon the Border—let’s be off, for there’s plenty more work to do before daylight!” continued the wretch, turning the head of his horse to ride away.


“Stop!”


It was but a single word—spoken, too, by a boy whose blue eyes shone wildly in a face as white as new-fallen snow, and full as cold—spoken as he stood erect over the body of his dead father, weaponless and alone. Yet that ruffian—and all of his mad, reckless crew—stopped as if a mighty spell was laid upon them.


“You, Jake M’Kandlas, have murdered my father! You, base cowards, who saw him do this dark deed, spoke no word to restrain him. I am only little Bill, his son, but as God in heaven hears me now, I will kill every father’s son of you before the beard grows on my face!”


“Hear the little rooster crow. He’ll fight when his spurs grow, if we don’t cut his comb now,” cried the leader, with a mocking laugh, and he raised his pistol once more.


“Monster, you have robbed me of a husband; you shall not kill my boy,” shrieked the mother, as she sprang forward and drew her son up to her bosom.


“Colonel, there’s a big gang of men comin’ over the prairie. We’d better git,” cried a scout, riding in at this moment.


“Aye! For I don’t want to kill a woman if I can help it. Column to the right, boys, and follow me.”


In a minute, at full speed, the party dashed away after their leader, and the wretched family were left alone with the dead.


Frozen with terror and awe, the beautiful twins, Lillie and Lottie, crept out to the doorway, where their mother and brother knelt over the stiffening form of him who had been so good and kind—their dear father.


Oh, what a picture! Grief was still. Nor sob, nor tear, not even a moan arose. They were dumb with agony—paralyzed with a sense of utter bereavement.


They scarcely raised their heads as a noble-looking officer, in the United States uniform, rode up, followed by a body of cavalry.


“Who has done this foul murder?” he cried, as, springing from his horse, he advanced to the mournful group.


“Jake M’Kandlas, and may God, in His just vengeance spare him for my hand!” said that pale boy, in a tone so low, so deep, and with a look so wildly stern, that the officer looked at him in wonder.


“Heavens, how savage!” muttered the officer, as he marked the look of ferocity which accompanied the words.


“Tell me, madam, if you please, how this occurred, and which way the murderer or murderers went. My name is Sumner, and I serve a government which will avenge, if it cannot always prevent outrage,” continued the officer, addressing the poor widow.


Tears and sobs now came to her relief, and amid them the sad tale was told.


The officer detailed a small party to assist her in the last sad offices for the dead; but himself, heading the rest, dashed away over the prairie, in the hope to catch and punish the murderers. Vain hope!


Mounted on the best stock in the land—the most of it stolen—Kandlas and his party were already miles away, speeding to coverts known to but few, and those few of their own kind.


All this occurred in those dark days when the struggles on the border were the theme of conversation and dispute all over our land, and it was but one of a thousand, or even more, such cases—real, terrible, and unnatural as it may seem.


“Mother, don’t cry any more,” said little Bill, when, with his two young sisters, he stood beside new-made grave. “Tears will not bring him to life. You have these to look out for at home. You need all your strength now.”


“You are not going away, William?”


“Not far, mother—not far. But there were thirty of them beside old M’Kandlas, and it may take me time to kill them all.”


So quietly, almost gently, did the boy speak, that one would hardly think his young mind capable of studying out, his small hand of doing such deeds as he contemplated.


Ah! little do the thoughtless know how character is formed, how destiny shapes our course, how circumstances forces us, as it were, upon a tide from which we may not turn.


In years a boy, in mind, in a preparation for a wild, desperate, eventful life, already a man.


Such was the hero of our story then, and now our prefatory chapter ended, we must leap over a lapse of years and spring into the full interest of our story.


CHAPTER II.


It is now 1861. The old log house has disappeared, but in the same noble grove a pretty white cottage is seen. Around it trellised bowers of vines and climbing roses, a lovely flower garden, and in the foreground not far away, are fine grain fields, broad acres, well stocked with sheep, cattle, and horses. Barns and haystacks all tell a story of good farming and profitable results.


On the embowered porch of this cottage sits the widow, still in her mourning garb, worn for him whose death we pictured in the first chapter, and near her stand two lovely girls—the twin sisters, Lillie and Lottie, now in the early bloom of beautiful womanhood.


They look alike, are dressed alike, and are exceedingly beautiful.


I will not waste time in description—just imagine hazel eyes, dark brown hair, slightly brunette complexion, figure of perfect symmetry, and you have them before you.


Lillie held a letter in her hand which the mounted mail carrier had left as he swept by, adding in hurried words: “The war is begun—the rebels are fortifying posts all over the South and threaten Washington from Manassas.”


Lillie’s loving eyes sparkled as she read the letter, and she cried out: “Oh, mamma, mamma! brother is coming home! He says he will be here before the sun sets on the twenty-fifth! The letter is from Fort Kearney, and has been long in coming.” “Is not to-day the twenty-fifth?” asked Lottie. “To be sure it is, and he will be here. Our William is wild, but he never tells a falsehood. He is too proud for that! Heaven bless him!” said the mother, in a low, earnest tone.


“He is not coming alone,” said Lillie. “One whom he calls ‘Wild Bill’—I wonder if he has become tame himself—he speaks of as a very dear friend, one who has three times saved his life. The other one he calls Dave Tutt, says he is handsome and brave, but I know he doesn’t like him, for he doesn’t speak of him as being good at heart and true as steel, as he does of the other.”


“It lacks scarce a half hour of sunset,” said the mother. “Tell our good Kitty Muldoon to put on the tea-kettle and hasten preparations for supper. Tell her how many will be here, and to let nothing be lacking. Thanks to my good son and that Providence which has smiled on his efforts, our home is ready to welcome him to comfort when he comes!” Lottie called out in her clear, ringing voice: “Kitty Muldoon!”


“Here, miss, here fresh as a daisy and three times as natural,” cried a-plump, cherry-cheeked young girl, with just enough of the brogue on her tongue to tell most likely that sweet Erin’s Isle was her birthplace. Dressed as well as the sisters, she looked more like a companion than a servant.


“And what is it, me darling Miss Lottie, that Kitty can be after doing to plase you?”


“Mamma wants you to hurry and get the supper, good Kitty, for my brother and two of his friends are coming here to-night.”


“The young master and two of his friends?”


“Yes, Kitty—so make haste!”


“Are they young men, Miss Lottie?”


“Yes, to be sure they are.”


“And are they half as handsome as the young master and as tinder of heart as he is.”


“Oh! botheration, I expect so. What is it to you, Kitty.”


“Sure, miss, to me ’tis nothing. But to you and swate Miss Lillie, it may be something, since it’s a beau apiece for yez, if they’re but worth the looking at and spaking wid.”


“Oh you good-for-nothing—”


Kitty did not wait to hear the rest of the not angry expletive, but ran laughing away to carry out the wishes of her mistress.


At the same instant Lillie, who had been glancing through an avenue which led westward in the grove, cried out: “They are coming! They are coming!”


And three minutes later, their horses frothy and hot, three riders at full speed dashed up to the gate fronting the cottage.


“Oh brother! brother!” cried the two sisters, joyously, and all heedless of the stranger eyes now looking on them, they rushed out to embrace and kiss him.


Buffalo Bill, for this was he, had learned to hide all his feelings, but with a gentle tenderness he shook himself out of their embraces, and, presenting his two friends by name, hurried on to meet the dear mother, who, with glistening eyes, waited to greet her idol and her pride.


“My good mother!” was all he said, as he pressed his manly lips to her white forehead. “My dear son!” was all she said, but pages would not describe the reverence in her tone, or the undying love in her look.


Bill now presented his friends in more form to his mother than he had deemed it necessary in the case of his sisters.


“This, mother,” said he, presenting a young man who, in form and appearance, resembled himself very closely, though he was an inch taller, and hardly so muscular, “this is my mate—this is Bill Hitchcock, the best friend I ever had, or ever will have, out-side of our own family. Three times has he saved me from being wiped out. Once by the Ogallalas, once when I was taken with the cramps in the ice-cold Platte, last winter, and once when old Jake M’Kandlas and his gang had a sure set on me. He and I will sink or swim in the same river, and that’s a safe bet. Bill, that’s my mother, and a better never trod the footstool!”


Wild Bill, with a natural grace, bent his proud head, and took the hand of the lady, saying, in a tremulous tone:“I’m glad to see you, ma’am, for I’ve a good old mother that I haven’t seen this many a day, and this rayther brings her up afore me!”


“And this other,” continued Bill, “is Dave Tutt. He is good on a hunt, death on the reds, and as smart as bordermen are made now-a-days. Now, boys, you’re all acquainted, make yourselves at home. The darkey out there has got the horses, and he’ll see them all right. I know that mother will soon have a good old supper for us.”


“Yes, Kitty is getting it ready as fast as she can, and I’ll go and help her,” said Lillie, who did not like the wild, passionate gaze which Dave Tutt seemed to fix upon her.


I don’t like to use time or space for description, but as the three men now before us are real, not fictitious characters, I think it due to them and the reader to paint pen-portraits of the trio.


Three more perfect men, in point of personal beauty, never trod the earth.


Wild Bill, six feet and one inch in height, straight as an ash, broad in shoulder, round and full in chest, slender in the waist, swelling out in muscular proportions at hips and thighs, with tapering limbs, small hands and feet, his form was a study. His face, open and clean, had regular features, the nose slightly aquiline. His large bright eyes, now soft and tender in expression, were a bluish gray in color, shaded by lashes which often dropped over his bronzed cheek as he looked down, somewhat confused in female society, to which he was unused. His long brown hair fell in wavy masses over his shoulders, but it was fine, soft and glossy as silk.


The same picture will do for Buffalo Bill, only this difference noted. The eyes of the latter were nearly a blue in color, his height one inch less, and his hair a little more wavy and a shade lighter.


Dave Tutt, nearly of the same height, was equally well formed, but here the resemblance ceased.


His eyes were black as jet and deeply set, though his features were perfect, and, when he chose, his expression soft and winning. His hair, curling slightly, was black and glossy. But with all his beauty, there was a sensual expression about his mouth so utterly different from that in the other two, and a fierce, passionate longing in his eyes, which made the two girls, instinctive in their purity, shrink from him.


Lillie, toward whom his glances seemed from the first to be directed, especially felt, and scarcely could conceal, an aversion.


Now this most unpleasant picturing duty is over, and I can heave ahead on my story.


Pretty Kitty Muldoon was busy setting the table in the dining-room when Buffalo Bill, unobserved, came slyly in and, bending his tall form over her shoulder, suddenly touched his lips to hers.


Bounding aside, quick as a fawn with a bullet in its heart, she wheeled and brought the palm of her fat, chubby hand into contact with his cheek with a force that made him see stars, and brought unbidden tears into his laughing eyes.


“Bad’cess to yez, Master Bill, and it’s at yer ould thricks ye are!” cried Kitty, laughing at the woful look he put on. “Sure haven’t ye sisters as swate as honey, purtier than the wild roses, to be kissin’ wid, instead of slobberin’ over a bit of a wild Irish girl like meself!”


“Why, Kitty, I hadn’t seen you for so long, I couldn’t help it. Thunder and whip-stalks, but you hit hard! My cheek tingles yet!”


“Faith, then, it’ll make your memory better, sir, but maybe I did hit a little harder than I had razon for, sir, for you’re a good son and brother, and I know you’d cut your right hand off before you’d harm a poor girl like me, or see harm come to her.”


“That is so, Kitty, that is so, and now here’s something to wear I brought from the traders. It’s a new dress, and if it isn’t just like those I brought for mother and sisters, it is just as good and cost as much.”


“Thank ye, Master Bill—thank ye for your kind thought of the poor girl that has no one to think after her but you and yours. Sure the angels sent me here when I came, and I hope they’ll keep me here till I die, for it’s like heaven to work for them that’s so good to me. But call your friends, Master Bill, for the supper is all ready, and it’s nice enough for a king and a king’s people, sure!”


CHAPTER III.


There was no piano in that Kansas cottage, but two sweeter voices, alto and soprano, never thrilled a human ear than filled the sitting-room with melody as Lillie and Lottie sang song after song to please their brother and his guests after night set in.


The good mother with her knitting, and Kitty already engaged in sewing on her new dress, listened while they worked. The young men smoked, for in the Far West the pipe seems apropos everywhere, and from time to time expressed themselves warmly in praise of the treat they were receiving.


The night was lovely. A gentle breeze rustled through the leafy trees, the moon shone out brightly, though passing clouds at times obscured it for a minute or two, the air was soft and balmy. In through the open window came the delicious perfume of rose and honeysuckle, taking away at least a part of the tobacco-taint in the atmosphere.


That sweetest of all songs, more dear to the writer than any song ever sung, “Thy bright smile haunts me still,” had just been sung by the twins, when Mrs. Cody, whose face was toward the window, screamed out in sudden terror, and rose to her feet with a face so deathly pale that it seemed as if she was death-stricken.


“What is it, mother?” cried Bill, springing to her side.


“The window—he was there!” she gasped, and then swooned away.


“He? Girls, look out for mother! I’ll see what he was at the window!” cried Bill, and he sprang to the open casement.


As he did so a bullet whistled passed his ear, and struck the opposite wall, while a hundred wild yells proclaimed that Indians had surrounded the house.


Wild Bill, cool and collected, instantly blew out both the lights, exclaiming: “Darkness here and moonlight out thar! We’ll be all right in a shake. Jump for your tools, boys; mine’s handy! Gals, lay down out o’range; we’ll soon let the reds know old hands are here.”


The three young men, reinforced by three negroes and one white man, the farm hands, were ready for work in less than a minute, and as the Indians did not seem disposed to make a rush for the inside of the house, crept quickly to points where from the doors and windows they could pick the fiends out from their coverts among the trees around.


Meantime the twins, aided by Kitty Muldoon with a pitcher of water, had succeeded in restoring the mother to consciousness, and to the hurried inquiry of her son as to whom she had seen at the window, replied that she had recognized the face of Jake M’Kandlas, the murderer of her husband, glaring in with a look so full of hate and vindictive cruelty that she was completely horror-stricken.


“There’s too many reds out there, or I’d rush out and settle his hash!” said her son. “If he’ll only stay till we thin ’em down a few, I’ll accommodate him with a private entertainment. Look out for yourselves, girls—the boys are giving ’em Jessie, and it’s about time my hand was in.”


A rapid fire had been going on from the moment Wild Bill got to the door, the Indians shooting at random, for all in the house was dark except the flash of the guns, but every now and then a yell of agony told that the attacking party were not going unpunished.


They could only be seen as they sprang from tree to tree for cover, but their terrible yells ringing through the air told that in numbers they were at least ten to one of the attacking party. “Whar’s the stock? Won’t they try to run that off?” asked Wild Bill, as his mate, standing by his side, sent a red to eternity with a shot from his favorite long rifle.


“I expect they will. I would almost as soon lose my hair as to lose Powder Face, for the insect* has carried me through more bad scrapes than I’ve time to count,” said Buffalo Bill, referring to his favorite horse.


“And I will lose my hair afore I’ll lose Black Nell, for she never deserted me. She’ll kick the head off any red that tries to mount her. But can’t we get to the horses? If I was on Nell, I know I’d be good for a dozen out there where I’m getting one a skulkin’ in here. If the mare is where she could hear me, I could have here in half a minute.”


“Yes, and they’d plant a dozen arrows in her hide, or pepper her with lead as she came through ’em. Wait till I give Dave and the boys in here their orders, and then you an’ me will get to the horses and come in on ’em like as if we were fresh hands in the fight.”


“That’s the talk, Bill—that’s the talk. Only let me and Black Nell and you and Powder Face give ’em a charge in the rear and they’re gone in.”


“Pepper into ’em, then, till I tell the boys here where we’re goin’, so they’ll be keerful how to shoot when we’re a comin.”


Buffalo Bill now hurriedly told Dave Tutt and the men, who were firing at everything they saw among the trees, what he and Wild Bill intended to do. The girls and his mother were to know nothing of it till it was all over, for the two Bills felt as sure of driving off the foe by their plan as if they were already in full chase of them.


Dave Tutt did not express any wish to go along, which rather surprised Buffalo Bill, for it was a duty that brave men would surely court. But there was a reason for this, as there is indeed for everything, as the reader will learn by and by.


According to instructions, Dave and the other white man, with the negroes, now increased the rapidity of their fire, moving from window to window, but firing high and avoiding one direction —that which the two brave bordermen had taken.


The two friends, carrying their arms and bending low in the shadow of the garden bushes, crept away from the house until they reached a grain-field beyond the trees, into which they moved swiftly. They had but a little distance now to go to reach stock pasture, and they got to the last in the very nick of time.


A half-dozen dusky figures were already there, and the horses, disturbed by the firing, were very uneasy as these advanced.


Two shrill calls, understood well by the animals for which they were intended, brought two noble animals, “Black Nell” and “Powder Face,” to the edge of the grain-field. The next instant, needing neither saddle nor bridle, the two men were mounted, and, without a word, both dashed forward upon the Indians who were after the stock.


So suddenly and unexpectedly were they over-whelmed—not a shot being fired, only the tomahawk used—that there was no alarm in the grove. Then the two men sped on, not noiselessly now, but whooping and yelling in wild concert, and urging their steeds faster by their cries, till they were upon the rear of the astonished redskins, pouring out shot after shot with deadly effect on the enemy.


Wheeling and circling here and there, never missing a shot—it seemed as if there were twenty, rather than two—Wild Bill and our hero dashed on, carrying death at every leap.


The Indians, who were Cheyennes, supposing this to be a reinforcement to those who had defended the house so well, soon gave way and fled in every direction, but not before full half their number had fallen.


“Curse them, why do they shoot so careless from the house—this is the second graze I have had from there!” cried Wild Bill, as he wiped the blood from a wound grazing his cheek.


“There’s a hole in my hat from the same quarter,” said Buffalo Bill. “I’d like to know what they mean. It can’t be but they know where we are. Never mind—I must hunt up old M’Kandlas now, for if mother saw him he must be here. Let’s chase them, Bill, as long as we can.”


The two men dashed away, and again a bullet, evidently from the house, passed so close to Buffalo Bill’s head that he felt the wind.


The Indians scattered far and wide, but the two men succeeded in knocking over a half-a-dozen more, when the thought struck them that it was better not to go far from the house lest some lurking behind would continue the attack, and they rode back.


The search for a white man among the bodies of the slain was unsuccessful, so Bill decided in his mind that if M’Kandlas had been in the party he had escaped this time.


As they approached the house they took pains to make their individuality known by signals which could not be misunderstood, therefore they were spared the perils which it seemed friends rather than their foes had cast upon them during the charge.


In a short time, their horses left close in the shadow of the house, the two brave friends were in it once more.


“You can light up, I reckon, cried Buffalo Bill, when he entered. “The reds, or what’s left of ’em, are off to their tribes on the run. But I’d like to know who in thunder it was that was shootin’ so careless from here while we was wipin’ ’em out in the grove. Me and my mate both got grazed, and it wasn’t from none of them close by. It was long shootin’, and as close as if ’twas done on purpose.”


“I don’t see how it was. I shot for Indian, and nothin’ shorter than Indian,” said Dave.


“Well, it’s no matter; we’re here now, and our hair is on. I reckon there’s a pretty good lot o’ reds lying around loose for crow-bait, as we’ll see when day comes again.”


“Thank Heaven, you are safe!” said Mrs. Cody, as she heard the voice of her son. “I hope you and your brave friend are unharmed?”


“All right, mother, but a scratch or two that cold water will heal; but are you sure you saw the face of Jake M’Kandlas at the window?”


“Yes, my son—I never can forget his face. I purely saw it.”


“Then he has got off this time. I knew most of his gang had gone under, but I didn’t think he had taken up with the Cheyennes. They say that every tribe in the West but the Pawnees are going with the South. If they are, we border folks will have our hands full. But we’re good for ’em, aren’t we, Bill?”


I reckon we are, if we know ourselves,” said Wild Bill. “Was the gals much frightened, ma’am?”


“No. They were so busy at first in getting me out of my faint they forgot to be scared, and after that they had to think who was here to take care of ’em, and they’d blush to be his sisters if a few Indians could scare them,” said Mrs. Cody.


“That’s the kind of grit for me. Oh, but they’re game!” cried Buffalo Bill, as his eyes glanced proudly at the sweet girls. “And here’s Kitty Muldoon, as fearless as they, I’ll bet a horse. Isn’t it so, Kitty?”


“Faith, sir, it’s not meself that’ll tell a lie. I was scared out of a night slape, I’m sure, and that’s some-thin’, when one is sure to drame swate drames, as I do. But what do you think, sir, one of them red haythens has shot forty holes in my new dress, that I’d folded up and put on the window-sill when I run for water for the mistress in her faint.”


“Never mind, Kitty; there’s more where it came from, and so long as the dress wasn’t on your own body it’s small harm that is done. And now all hands of you be off to bed, but us men that are used to watching. It isn’t likely any of the reds will come back to-night, but we’ll keep our eyes peeled and be ready for ’em if they do. When morning comes we’ll see about their trail.”


“I thought you was in such a hurry to get to St. Louis to join Fremont and his men,” said Dave Tutt, his tone quiet, but the slightest gleam of sarcasm in his eye.


“Not while there’s any danger hangin’ about them I love, if I know myself,” said Bill. “If you’re so hard put for whisky that you can’t wait, why you can start as soon as you like. I told you that my dear old mother never would have the pisen in the house, nor cards either, so them that want to drink or play must keep a fast while they’re here, or go where they can get sarved more to their likin’.”


“I neither wish to drink or play,” said Dave, blushing, for the keen eyes of both the girls had been fixed upon him while their brother spoke. “And I reckon when there’s danger about, I’ll be as loth to leave the helpless as any one that wears shootin’ irons in his belt.”


“Well, that’s right. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings, Dave, but I’m more touchy here than I be out on the prairie or on the hills.”


CHAPTER IV.


The moon had gone down before day dawned, but the repulsed Cheyennes never bated in their headlong speed until a couple of hours after sunrise, when they had reached a thick cottonwood grove on the south bank of the Republican River.


Here, at the call of their chief, they dismounted and gathered around him. By his side, with a scowl of anger, and some show of distrust, too, in his face, stood Jake M’Kandlas, the white ruffian who had planned this foray.


Looking sternly at him, after counting the warriors left, the old chief said: “There will be a great cry among the squaws in the lodges of the Cheyennes. Many warriors have gone down—their scalps are in the belts of our enemies, and we have not a scalp to show that has been taken in return for ours. What has the Hawk of the Hills to say to this?”


“That which the Great Spirit wills to be, will be!” said M’Kandlas in reply. “Two nights ago I went to the cottage on the plains, looked in, and saw only women there. There was stock, meat, plenty of goods.


I told Big Maple, the chief of the Cheyennes, that he could get these and not lose a man. But while I was gone the fighting men came—we know not how many—I saw but three. If we had fought as white men fight and charged right in on them, we would now have their scalps in our belts. Big Maple would not listen to my words. He fought his way and lost half his warriors. It is not my fault. I have spoken.”


The old chief knew that so far as the advice was concerned M’Kandlas had spoken the truth. He had overruled the wish of the latter to charge, when it was found men were there who would fight to defend the women. For he said: “We can kill them in our way best, and then the women and the plunder will be easy to take.”


“The Hawk of the Hills has spoken with a single tongue. His words are true. But the faces of the tribes will be black when we go back without scalps. What has my brother to say to that?” asked the chief.


“That if we go back without scalps we are fools!” said M’Kandlas quietly. “If the gun of Big Maple misses fire, does he throw it away, or pick the flint and try it again? There are more days and nights than one, and plenty of palefaces are scattered about the plains. The Hawk of the Hills knows other settlements which we can reach in two or three days’ journey. We can go there for plunder and scalps, and then come back here, and when the fighting men are not here, or are asleep, we can sprinkle the bones of our dead with the blood of vengeance where they fell.”


“The Hawk of the Hills speaks like a man. The heart of Big Maple was weak. It is strong again. The warriors will cook meat and eat while their horses rest and feed. Then we will take the war-path, and the Hawk of the Hills shall lead the way. Big Maple is his brother, and will follow where he leads.”


Light blazing fires, emitting scarcely any smoke, were now made from dry twigs, and the warriors made a hearty meal, the first for twenty-four hours. It was not finished when an alarm was given by a scout. White men mounted and armed were coming in from the south.


“They are not those we fought last night!” said M’Kandlas. “They have not had time to get to this side of the river. I will ride out alone and see who they are. Let my red brothers remain where they are, ready to fight or to flee if they see that I am among their enemies.”


“The Hawk of the Hills is a great brave. His words are good and his deeds go with them,” said the Cheyenne chief.


M’Kandlas now mounted his horse, put a bit of white cloth on the ramrod of his rifle, and rode out from the shelter of the grove toward the group of advancing horsemen, some ten or a dozen in number.


They halted as soon as he was observed, and seemed to look to their arms.


He rode boldly on until within two or three hundred yards, when a shout of recognition rose on both sides, and men rode rapidly to meet him.


They were his own men from the Black Hills, whom he had left there to carry on his business of pillaging emigrant trains, while he came down on an expedition on his own private account.


“Why are you here?” he asked, as they rode up.


“What did you leave Cave Canyon for?”


“Because we got sarched out, and scorched out, and whipped out!” said one, who seemed to head the party. “That gal you took from the Mormon train, and made so much of cause she was likelier than most gals in face and figure, got away and went down to Laramie in the night. The next thing we knew the troops was right in amongst us, and we got away—that is, half of us, for the rest went under in the fight. We got off afoot, and had to go clear down to the Border for horses, and we were on the look for you, when here you turn up.”


“Well, we’ll make the blue-coats pay for this. A war has begun. I heard ’em talkin’ about it when I was on a scout last night, and we’ll have every Indian on the plains and in the hills with us in it. We’ll sweep the borders, and have no end of plunder. I’m glad you are here, for now I’ll do the work I failed in last night. That infernal fiend, Buffalo Bill, with Wild Bill and Dave Tutt, wiped out over twenty Cheyennes that I piloted down to the Cody place last night.”


“Dave Tutt? Why he is one of us—one of our sort at any rate!” said Frank Stark, the one who had spoken first.


“Yes—he used to be, but he’s with them now. I couldn’t get no chance to see him alone, or I would have known what it meant. I had my own idea that he was after one of the gals, for they’re purtier than any picture that was ever painted, and I know he’s death after that kind of game. But ride on, boys, and get something to eat, and then we’ll plan for a nice bit of work to-night. There’s between twenty and thirty Cheyennes left, and they’ll fight like blazes for revenge.”


M’Kandlas now turned and rode back with his men to the grove, so busy in talking with them that he did not notice a single person on a hill beyond the river, who had evidently seen all his movements, and who rode off swiftly when the ruffian leader entered the grove.


“These are warriors from my band in the Black Hills, come to fight by the side of their chief!” said M’Kandlas to the Cheyenne chief, as he and his men rode up among the camp-fires.


“They are welcome as the rain when the earth is dry. Big Maple is glad to see them here. There is meat, let them eat. There is water, let them drink.”


“Here’s something better than water, boss. Take a pull out of that and it’ll make your eyes snap. It is prime old whisky—I got it from the last train we took,” cried Stark.


“Whisky is not better than water,” said the old chief, as he pushed back the proffered bottle. “The Great Spirit made water for good. The Bad Spirit made whisky for evil. In every bottle there is one song and a hundred fights. It is the enemy of the red man, and he is a fool if he shakes hands with it.”


“Well, there’ll be the more left for me and the colonel,” said Frank Stark, as he proffered the bottle to M’Kandlas, who did not refuse it.


“Now cook and eat, boys, and let your horses rest and feed till we are right. We’ll then wipe out Buffalo Bill and his party, and make a raid down the river as far as we can, and then strike for the Platte for a rest.”


CHAPTER V.


After breakfast the morning following the attack, while the negroes were burying the dead Indians, Buffalo Bill and his companions held a consultation in regard to what they had best do.


It did not, in their judgment, seem likely that the Indians, especially if under the influence of a bad white man, would rest submissive under defeat, and this being the case, they would return reinforced, bent on destruction of both life and property.


There were no settlers very near them, though scattered farms and houses could be met all around in a day’s ride—no fortified place to which sudden retreat could be made. Only in the villages where numbers insured safety could they find refuge if the red men made a determined raid over the borders.


“They may have got enough last night to sicken them of coming again,” said Buffalo Bill. “I believe the best way is to find out what kind of a humor they’re in, and whether they’re mad enough to try for our hair again or not. I believe I’ll get on my insect, Powder Face, and follow their trail and see what they’re about. You boys stay here on the watch, and mother and the girls can pack what they need for moving with, if I find that it will be best to move. And you may be sure the old place won’t be given up without good reason.”


“Why can’t I go along?” asked Wild Bill.


“For this, Bill; I’d rayther you’d stay here to look out for the gals. One is as good on a scout as twenty, ’specially when he has got such an insect as my Powder Face under him, for that pony can out-smell, out-see and out-hear any livin’ thing, be it man, dog, or catamount, that ever yelped. Look at him standing there, one eye open and t’other one shut—but see how his ears pint. He knows I’m talking about him. Come here, Powder Face, and let the folks look at you.”


The horse, a rather large-sized pony of full Indian breed, in color a regular light buckskin, with long black mane and tail, walked up to the porch and rested his nose on the shoulder of his young master.


Clean-limbed, deep in the chest, heavy in the arms and quarters, full of muscle, he was a splendid specimen of that breed.


“Isn’t he a rare insect? He can run ten hours and never flag, swim any current this side of the big hills, and he knows as much as I do about hide and seek. Powder Face, go bring your saddle and bridle—we’re going on a scout.”


Just as if he really understood human speech, rather than the slap which Bill laid gently on his back as he spoke, the pony turned and trotted away, but soon came back with the saddle and bridle in his mouth.


“Isn’t that gumption?” said Bill, as he patted the animal’s head and proceeded to saddle and bridle him. “I only put these on because it’s easier to him and to me, and in the fashion. But when I hunt buffalo I toss them out of the way, and him and me go in light, just to kill, and we do kill, don’t we, Powder Face?”


The pony nodded with a look of intelligence, which made the sisters smile and Kitty Muldoon roar with laughter.


Mrs. Cody came out at this moment with a spyglass slung in a leather case, which her husband formerly owned.


“Take this with you, my son,” she said, “and you can reconnoitre parties at a distance before they can see you with the naked eye.”


“That’s a fact, mother, and I’ll take it along with thanks to you for thinking of it. Kitty, put me a bite to eat in my saddle-bags while I belt on my arms. And mother, I’m thinking you may as well have all ready for moving down to where the settlements are thicker. If the Indians and Missouri men go in on the Southern side in this war there will be no safety here for you and the girls till it is all over. I’d have to stay here all the time if you did, and I want to be where men are needed, if the war does go on. So be ready, if what I see while I’m gone makes me think we’d better shift our quarters.”


Bill said no more, but sprung on his pony and was off at a gallop in a moment.


“Better son never blessed a mother, wild as he is,” said Mrs. Cody, with love in every tone, as her glance followed his form. “Rough he may be to others, but to us he is kind and gentle as the breeze of a summer eve.”


“Yes, ma’am, Buffalo Bill is just as good as was ever made, no matter whar you find him. I’ve been his mate now goin’ on three year, and I’ve tried him in all kinds of weather,” said Wild Bill. “There isn’t a bit of white in his liver, nor no black in his heart. What he says and does is as open as day, and when he goes in for a fight he don’t ask to see the hand he has got to play against, but he makes ’em show afore he’s through. Bill is ahead of wild cats, twenty to one, and I’m jist the man to bet my pile on proving it.”


And Wild Bill looked around as if he would really like to have some one try to disprove it. His eyes fell on Dave Tutt, who sat on a corner of the porch, grave and gloomy, studying with his eyes the graces and beauties of form and face as exhibited by Lillie, for upon her he seemed to have bent all his regards.


“What makes you so dull here, Dave?” he asked, in a bantering tone. “In the hills or out on the prairie, you’re as full of fun as a squirrel in nutting time. What’s up—if you wanted to go along with Bill, why didn’t you say so?”


“I did not want to go with him. I’m sure it’s no harm for me to be quiet in a little haven like this, such as our sort isn’t used to. I’m always still when I hear the birds singing, and we hear better than bird-music here.”


“That’s so, Dave—but there’s sort of game out there—antelope, sure’s yer born! Let’s have a couple, what d’ye say?”


“I’m ripe for that, for we will not have to go out of sight of the house!” cried Dave.


Wild Bill gave a chirrup—it sounded like the call of a bird to its mate, and his beautiful black mare galloped up and stood with gazelle-like eyes, looking; her pleasure at being needed.


“That’s my Nell. Oh, isn’t she a treasure,” he cried, as he seized his gun, and sprung on her back without saddle or bridle.


Dave had a noble horse, but he was not trained like the “insect” of Buffalo Bill, or like “Black Nell,” to come at his call.


But he was soon mounted, and the two rode off side by side at full speed toward the herd of antelope that had just shown their slender forms a mile or two away.


“What a handsome man that Mr. Tutt is!” said Lottie, as the two men rode off.


“Handsome in face and form, but oh so ugly in his heart and soul, something tells me!” said Lillie. “He looks at me and my spirit shrinks from him, as if I could see a fiend instead of a man before me. I cannot say why, but I fear him and I hate him!”


“It is wrong for us to hate any one, especially wrong to hate those that do no harm to us!” said the mother, gravely.


“Please, ma’am, if I’m not too bould, will ye answer me one question?” asked Kitty Muldoon.


“Certainly, my good girl; I never refused to answer you any question, I am sure!”


“But, ma’am, maybe I’m not mindin’ my own business by askin’ the like, but I mane no harm, sure. Don’t ye think if Misthress Eve, in the garden of Aden, had hated the purty snake that tould her to ate the apple of badness, she’d been a hape better off, for she’d have tould the decavin’ sarpint to thravel his way and she’d take hers!”


“That would have been better surely, my good Kitty.”


“Well, ma’am, I’m jist like Miss Lillie in belavin’ that there’s a hape o’ badness in that man, forbye all his good looks. Sure when his eyes are set on me, I shiver all over. And last night when the young master said that bullets from the house went all too nigh him and his friend, I saw a shadow come on that man’s face, and there was no good in it!”


“Then must we watch him closely after this, my dear girls. For one traitor or enemy in the house is more dangerous than fifty outside. But see—they have dismounted and left their horses. They will creep up within shot of the antelope.”


“No, mother. Wild Bill is too good a hunter for that!” said Lillie. “Now both the men sink out of sight the grass. But see! there is a red handkerchief gently waving in the air. Bill has taken it from his neck and tied it to his ramrod. Notice how the antelope watch it. They begin to come closer and closer. Caution is strong, but curiosity is stronger. They will come until in easy range, and then two of them will surely fall. Brother has often told me about this way of hunting. See!—nearer and nearer the poor things keep coming, and will come till the fatal bullet ends life and curiosity at once.”


In silence the family now watched the little herd of animals as they came on toward the decoy, pausing at times, and seeming to yield to fear and turn aside, but again coming on, until at last the flag went out of sight.


Then two puffs of smoke were seen, and long before the reports of the rifles reached the ears of the watchers, two antelopes were seen to leap high in the air and fall to the earth in the death-struggle, while the rest sped away swiftly over the prairie.


The two hunters now mounted their horses, which had dropped from sight as well as themselves, and riding up to their game prepared it for bringing in.


This, as they were in no haste, took them several minutes, and when they were on the way back to the house, a third rider was in sight beyond them.


CHAPTER VI.


The two hunters came on leisurely, each with the slain antelope before him on his horse, but the third horseman—first visible in the distance when they started for the cottage—came so fast that before they reached the house the females had recognized son and brother.


“Hurry and have the men put the teams to our wagons, and help me pack clothing and provisions!” cried Mrs. Cody to her daughters and to Kitty. “My son is riding at full speed, and he would not do so without he had good cause.”


All was bustle, therefore, about the house when Wild Bill and Dave Tutt returned with their game. But the preparations were made without excitement, and carefully, so that when Buffalo Bill came in and sprang from his horse, if he had said the word, the family could have moved in a very few minutes.


“I’m glad to see you getting ready to start, mother!” said he, as he met her at the door. “Me and the insect have traveled fast for a couple of hours, not that we had good news to bring, but for fear bad news might get here afore we was ready to start. Your spy-glass did me some service this day, you can bet your bottom dollar on that. I saw Jake M’Kandlas more than three miles off , as plain as if he was right afore me. He has got a reinforcement of eleven hang-dog wretches, white men like himself, and I’ve no doubt intends to try us again to-night. If we stay here we can hold the house, maybe, but he’ll get all our stock, and then we can’t move. I reckon the sooner we are away the safer our hair will be. For myself or the boys I’ve no fear; but for you, mother, and the gals, there’s more to consider. You’d better all be dead than in his power.”


“Oh, yes—indeed, yes!” murmured the mother.


“We are nearly ready, my son. Bedding and clothes, and the money, and what provisions we can carry, are ready in the wagons. I was afraid to put the powder in till you came; it is in the cellar.”


“How much, mother?”


“Four twenty-five pound kegs, my son, that have never been opened.”


“Good! Two of those kegs we will take with us. The other two will do for a present for Jake M’Kandlas and his friends.”


“A present, my son! Are you crazy?”


“Not quite, mother. But I have an idea that they will be so mad when they get here and find we’ve left our castle, that they’ll set fire to it and dance around it while it burns. At least that is one of their ways. Now, if they do, and this powder is hid where the fire will find it before they do, it will make some of ’em dance the hornpipe on the downward road.”


“Well, my son, do as you think best. The men are driving in the stock, the teams are ready, and so are we.”


“Have you packed all you can carry that you need, mother. They may leave things alone, but it isn’t likely.”


“Yes, my son, all but the powder.”


“I’ll see to that, mother.”


It took but a short time to make final preparations, and in a half-hour after Bill’s arrival, the cottage home was deserted, and the cavalcade of horsemen, wagons, and stock was moving eastward over the prairie.


The first wagon, with the white laborer driving it, contained Mrs. Cody and the three girls, and Dave Tutt, without being told to take the post, rode near it. A negro was driving each of the other wagons, and the horses and cattle were driven up by Buffalo Bill and his mate, who closed the rear, having given directions for the course.


It was late in the day when they got away, and they could not make very rapid progress through the tall grass; therefore, when night came on, they were just passing a low range of sandy hills not more than ten or twelve miles from the farm.


They were slow in getting over these, but after a couple of tedious hours they reached the summit.


Buffalo Bill, just as they were starting down the opposite decline, looked back, and instantly saw a bright light, which indicated too plainly the fate of their recent home.


“One more debt for Jake M’Kandlas to pay before I am done with him!” he muttered in a low tone, for he did not wish his mother to know the work of destruction was going on.


But her eyes had noted the direction of his glance, and she looked back, just as a vivid flash lighted up the whole country in the rear.


“The powder has exploded!” she exclaimed.


“Yes,” said Bill, after listening till a heavy report came booming through the air. “I reckon if they were anywhere near the house, they got more powder than they wanted all at once. But we must move on lively. We haven’t got any too much start, and we’re a good way from help yet. Drive up rapid, boy—drive up rapid. The reds can follow a trail as broad as ours by such a moon almost as well as by day.”


“We shall not have a moon to see by long. Look yonder—there’s the wildest kind of a storm brewing!” said Wild Bill, pointing to a range of black clouds swiftly rising in the northwest.


“Yes—yes, and I’m glad it is coming,” said Buffalo Bill. “It will be nasty for us outdoors, but the women will be all right under the wagon covers, and the rain will wash our trail so the reds can’t follow. Old Jake is as good as a hound, but he can’t smell a trail in the track of a Kansas thunder shower, or see it either. Let the wind and the rain come, and the sooner the better. We’ll keep going while we can, and then park the wagons and corral the loose stock inside.”


“That’s the idea, mate—that’s the idea for a match game!” cried Wild Bill, putting a water-proof blanket over his shoulders more to shield the arms than his person.


The wind now came sharp and spitefully in blasts, over the hills and plains, and as the clouds rushed up from the far-away horizon, they rapidly overspread the sky, until at last the moon and stars were so nearly obscured that the travelers could see but little around them.


Hastily the wagons were parked—that is, drawn into a square so as to leave a space in the quadrangle. Then the cattle were put inside, the harnessed horses hitched around outside and secured as well as they could be in the now utter darkness.


The three border men agreed to remain mounted and to ride slowly around outside the wagons in turn, so as to keep a continual guard against any hostile approach, although any one not used to the deviltry of Indians would not apprehend an attack from them in such weather.


The females in the covered wagon conversed cheerfully with their protectors, for the storm, instead of being a terror, was looked upon as a Providential thing, calculated to favor them.


Louder and more fiercely blew the wind—none but those who have been on the prairie or on the ocean know how it can blow.


The darkness was so intense that only by the sense of hearing could the young men know where the train was, as in their turn each made his regular circuit.


At last the rain came pouring down in torrents, and every now and then a vivid flash of lightning lit up for a brief second the entire group of wagons, men, horses, and cattle.


Then would follow deafening peals of thunder, almost shaking the earth, causing occasional cries of alarm from the twins and poor Kitty, for there are few women who can quietly stand the excitement of such storms as one meets on the prairies of our Far West.


Crashing thunder, hissing lightning, and pouring rain seemed to have deadened the wind for a time, but it was only a lull, for once in a while its shrill diapason rung wildly in the watchers’ ears.


But suddenly a fearful scream rose from one of the girls in the wagon—one wild cry for help, that fairly rent the air as well as the hearts and ears of those who heard it.


Buffalo Bill was on the circuit, Wild Bill was on his return, and both by the same lightning flash got a bare glimpse of a girl struggling in the arms of a man on horseback, and then all was darkness.


Both dashed toward the spot where they had seen the man—another flash lit up their own forms and faces, but nothing else could they see.


“Lillie! Oh, Heaven, where is our Lillie?” screamed Mrs. Cody.


“Lillie—swate Miss Lillie is gone!” cried poor Kitty Muldoon, at the top of her voice.


“Dave Tutt—where is he?” shrieked Lottie.


“He was here and asked how we were, not a minute ago, and Lillie answered him.”


“Dave Tutt!” shouted Buffalo Bill. “Dave Tutt, where are you?”


No answer came.


“The curse has carried Miss Lillie off!” cried Wild Bill. “It was him we saw with her in his arms.”


“Oh, my child—my child!” moaned the unhappy mother. “You had indeed reason to hate and fear that man!”


“Do not try to move the wagons while we are gone,” said Buffalo Bill, in a hoarse tone, to his mother. “Wild Bill and me must go after Lillie. We will keep between you and harm if we can. I never should have trusted that man. I knew he was a gambler, and out here they’re always close kin to a robber. Lillie, Lillie darling, we’ll save you yet. Come, Bill—keep in hearing of me—come!”


And the speaker dashed off over the hills.


CHAPTER VII.


Out into the utter darkness—on in the pelting storm, only knowing his course by feeling that he was going up hill, the maddened brother led the way, and Wild Bill, giving his mare head, followed, knowing she would by her keen hearing follow the other.


On until the crest of the hill was gained, and then faintly, for it was far off, could be seen the light of the yet burning cottage.


“Come on,” shouted Bill, “his horse is as fast if not faster than ours, and he will go to them, I know. Come on, mate, and ride as you never rode before.”


Wild Bill made no reply, but each lightning flash showed one to the other, close and near, and on they went at a speed which no horses but those used to the prairie could have kept up in the gloom.


Soon the rain ceased, the thunder was heard no more, the lightning did not flash. The wind again swept wild and unrestrained over the plains.


The light of the fire became plainer as they neared the old farm, though it was actually going down. This told them how swiftly they cleared the way. On— on until they were so near that they could see men grouped close to timbers and rails that had been heaped on the fire for fuel.


“Let us creep up and see who and what is there,” said Wild Bill, as he rode up alongside of his mate.


“No—no!” thundered the other, completely maddened by his feelings. “The murderer of my father is there! My poor sister, too. Ride on as I do, and let your revolver do your talking!”


Wild Bill saw that argument would be lost and used no more. Setting his teeth, his revolver in hand, and his eyes fixed on the group not now a hundred yards off, he urged Black Nell up to the side of Powder Face, and both horsemen at the same instant dashed into the circle of light.


Jake M’Kandlas sprang to his feet as a hoarse voice shouted his name, and fell the next instant with a bullet through his body, while dashing on and over them, firing as they came, the two riders swept, shooting down Indians and white men side by side as they passed on. In an instant, wheeling, with fearful yells, back they came, but found few either of the white or red men waiting for the onslaught, for all but three or four had already fled away into the protecting darkness.


These fired only two or three random shots before the surer aim of the bordermen sent them to death, and then there were none to resist.


“Oh, Heaven, where is Lillie—where is Lillie?” shouted Bill. “She is not here—back to the prairie, mate—back to the prairie—the moon is coming out, and we’ll find her yet. Follow me—she is not here—waste no time on the dead, but follow me!”


Away again, swift as the driving clouds, the brother and his wild prairie horse sped, and Wild Bill kept faithfully on the track.


Away over the plains, now in shadow, then in light, as the moon looked down through breaking clouds—away once more toward the wagons where the other dear ones had been left.


“Have you found Lillie?” was the cry of the mother, as her son rode up to her side.


“Not yet, but I have slain the murderer of my father!” he cried, sternly. “His dead body lies roasting by the embers of our ruined home. Go on due east when day dawns—Bill and me will be scouting the prairie for the trail of Dave Tutt. We will not rest till our Lillie is found and his body left to sicken wolves!”


And again he and Wild Bill rode off.


He urged Black Nell up to the side of Powder Face.


CHAPTER VIII.


But a few moments after the two bordermen rode away from the ruins of the cottage, where their reckless charge had produced a panic as well as a fearful carnage, another horseman rode within the circle of light.


It was Dave Tutt, and on his saddle before him, limp and lifeless in appearance, he held poor Lillie.


Leaping from his horse he lifted her down, and drawing near the fire, looked in her face anxiously, as if he really feared she was dead.


A tremor in her pale lips, a long faint sigh, told him that this was not the case.


“The swoon was so like death!” he muttered, “She would soon come too if I had any restoratives. Hallo—where are you all! Some dead and the rest all run away from only two men. If I hadn’t had the gal to bother with, I’d have fought ’em alone. They went by within twenty feet of me in the dark. Hallo—here! Jake M’Kandlas, or Frank Stark, where are you!”


“Who calls Jake M’Kandlas. Here’s what’s left of him, and that’s pretty much run out. I reckon!” said the ruffian himself, as he tried to rise from among three or four bodies that lay stretched on the ground, but failing, sunk back with a groan.


“It is me, Dave Tutt, colonel—are you hurt bad?”


“Yes—I’ve got a heavy dose, Dave, but draw me away from the fire. I don’t want to roast till my time comes, and then I’ll have no choice in the matter.”


Dave laid his helpless burden down with her head on a saddle, and hurried to place the wounded man in a more comfortable position.


As this was done the eye of M’Kandlas fell on Lillie.


“Who have you got there, Dave!” he asked hastily. Isn’t it one of the twins?”


“Yes, it is Lillie, and her destiny is to be a robber’s bride. She turned the cold shoulder on me, or I’d have been less rough in my courting—but the storm came up and I lifted her, and here she is.”


“Then it was her them two, Wild Bill and her brother, were after when they charged on us here?”


“Of course it was, and as they found she wasn’t here they didn’t wait to be particular and lift hair, but put out to scour the prairie after me. They passed me twice within half pistol shot, and if she hadn’t been still in her faint, I would have had to have stilled her. But where’s all your men? There’s not over half dozen, red and white, stretched here.”


“No, there’s more, but they’ve scattered. Blow this whistle, Dave, I’m too weak.”


Tutt took a large whistle from the neck of the wounded man and blew a long, shrill call. It was answered a second later by another whistle.


“That is Frank Stark,” said the robber chief. He will be here soon, and he carries what I need now, for I’m as weak as a sick chicken. There’s a bad hole in my carcass. I’ve stuffed a bit of my hunting shirt in to stop the bleeding, but I’m afraid from the feeling it bleeds inside.”


“We’ll soon see—here come the boys.”


“Hi, here’s Dave Tutt and a gal too, by the Big Elk. Snakes and reptiles, what a beauty!” cried Frank Stark, as he strode in from the darkness, followed by a half dozen more white men and a few Indians.


“Never you mind the gal—tote out your whisky flask and ’tend to the colonel, for he is pretty nigh gone under. She is my property, and I reckon I can take care of her without help,” said Dave Tutt, moving to the side of poor Lillie, who began to show signs of reviving consciousness.


“I reckon it won’t spile her to be looked at,” said Frank snappishly, as he went to the assistance of M’KandIas. “Are you hurt bad, colonel?”


“Give me a pull at that flask of yours, and I’ll soon know!” said the chief. “I’ve bled a good deal, but if the shot has dodged my lung, I reckon I’ll crow again. The ball went clean through, and it’s a close call if it is no worse!”


A draught of liquor stimulated the wounded man so that he rose to a sitting position and was able to have his wound examined. It was a bad one, but without internal hemorrhage not necessarily fatal. A bandage on and another stimulating draught and he felt much better than a dying man.


“Frank,” said he to Stark, “count noses and see how many of us is left! Them two Bills are the boys on quick work!”


Stark looked around, questioned the living, and soon found that four white men and five Indians, among the latter Big Maple the chief, had been killed, and two more beside the colonel wounded.


“Bad, by thunder, bad, and only them two to do it all!” muttered the colonel.


“But we’ll pay him for it. One of the gals is here, and that’s worse than death to him. And I’ll have the other yet. I’ll wring the core of his heart out in that way. How is it over there, Dave, is your prairie rose coming to?”


“Yes—her eyes are open—but she does not speak!” said Dave, who gazed almost in alarm on the wild, stony look of horror with which poor Lillie gazed on him and the scene before her.


“Give her a drop of bourbon—that will start her tongue!” said Frank Stark, tossing over his liquor flask.


“Try a little—it will take the damp chill off!” said Dave, as he uncorked the flask and offered it to the girl, who now sat upright.


“Wretch! Take me back to my mother!” she said, in a low, angry tone, as she pushed the flask away.


“Not yet—not before our honeymoon is over, my pretty wife that is to be!” said Dave, trying to smile into the face of her look of scorn and hate.


“Your wife? Fiend! I will die a thousand deaths first. I hated you from the first moment I saw you! And now, coward, dog, I loathe and despise you!”


“Go on—go on, my beauty. Spit your spite while you’re before folks, and you’ll be more tender when we are alone. That’s the way with women, I’ve heard. But you’d better take a drink from this flask to keep your courage up.”


“You’ll need it, Dave Tutt, more than I. My brother will soon find me, and then your life will pay for this cruel, unmanly act!”


“Your brother has been here, gal—there’s some of his marks left layin’ around, and if these red Indians find out you are kin to him that killed their chief, it may be more than I can do to keep them from roasting you!”


“I don’t care. I had rather die at their hands than to live in yours. You say my brother has been here?”


“Yes, he and Wild Bill rode in here in the search for you, and laid out nine of the party. They couldn’t find you, so they took the back track. I had you snug in my arms, and they passed close by without knowing it. So, my beauty, you are all safe for a home in the Black Hills with one that will treat you well if you behave yourself. If you don’t—”


“Will you only kill me?”


“Kill you, gal? Kill you with such a face and form? I reckon not. No—you’d be worth too much in an Indian trade to make the killing profitable. I could get fifty head of horses for such a gal as you any day among the Sioux. It’s getting to be a fashion for a big chief to have a white wife to set up over his red ones. I’ll find offers enough if you don’t keep quiet and take your fate easy.”


Poor Lillie shuddered and looked around upon the rough faces of the other men, to see if there was even one that looked humanely upon her. Alas, there was not, and her heart sunk as she thought that perhaps she had gazed on her mother, sister, and brother for the last time.


Until now she had not recognized the place to which she had been brought, but the fire-light glaring strongly against a great elm tree near by, made her think she had seen it before. Glancing around she saw tree after tree with whose gnarled limbs she was familiar, and she now knew that the cottage was in ashes.


The storm was over, and a consultation was held as to the next movements of the party. Frank Stark wanted to follow up the wagons. But Jake M’Kandlas could not, and Dave Tutt would not go. M’Kandlas could only be moved slowly and with care, so it would take a part of the force to attend to him.


Therefore a pursuit which would be attended with the certainty of a hard fight was given up, and as soon as day dawned the route for the Black Hills was taken up.


Lillie was placed in a light wagon which had been saved from the flames, and the wounded colonel and his two injured men were also laid on a heap of straw in the same vehicle.


With their usual disregard for the decencies of humanity, the robbers and Indians left their dead to the tender mercies of the wolf and buzzard, without a thought of burial, careful, however, to bring away their arms and ammunition, for these were valuable. Dead men were worthless.


Before sunrise they were miles away, Dave Tutt now taking the leadership of the party and hurrying them on, for he dreaded pursuit from the two men whom he knew but too well, once on his track, would not leave it while he lived.


CHAPTER IX.


To and fro, making wide circles over the prairie and hills, rode the two bordermen, until the day dawned, and yet they found no sign of the lost one.


When the red sun threw its light upon the earth, they found it so washed with the heavy rains of the night that had ten thousand buffaloes marched over it the night before, not a track could now be seen.


Rapidly on, one circling here and the other there, meeting only to communicate, they rode all the morning, but found not a single track.


“What can we do? She is somewhere, and in the power of that fiend, Dave Tutt!” said Buffalo Bill. “He did not make back to the M’Kandlas party, for he would have been there ahead of us. Where can he have gone?”


“He has most likely made for the Black Hills. I’ve heard him brag how he knew every canyon and rock in ’em, and tell how friendly him and the Ogallala Sioux were who live in that section,” said Wild Bill.


“Then we will follow him there. If a hundred tribes, instead of one, were at his back, I’d have her from him and my knife in his heart! It maddens me to think she is in his power. If he wrongs her by an insulting word, much less a rude touch, I’ll kill him by inches! Bill, let’s bear for the Black Hills.”


“Hold on a bit,” said the other. “I’m just as hot for her rescue as you can be, Bill. But there’s reason in the worst of cases, as well as the best. We are but two, and though we could ride over and through twenty, red and white, in the dark, we two couldn’t get to the Black Hills and back, no way, let alone bringing her off. We must have help. And there’s your other sister, your good mother, and Kitty Muldoon. Would you leave them till they’re safe?”


“No—it isn’t right. But my poor Lillie! It drives me wild to think how she may suffer. But what do you propose, Bill?”


“That we hurry the train into the nearest settlement where we can leave the family safe. Then gather as many men as we can and start for the Black Hills. If we move fast he’ll not have over a couple or three days’ start, and we’ll be sure to find his trail. His horse has a good mark—shoes forward and none behind. That I noticed when he first jined us, and I kept still about it, for I never did trust him fully. And now I feel just life-sure that I’m the man picked out to put him under. And when I feel that way about a man, he’s dead sure to come to me when I want him. I felt so about Dick Hawley, and you remember that he rode up and picked a quarrel with me when I no more expected it than I did to go up in a balloon. He came after his gruel, and he got it. Now what do you say, Bill—shall we make for the wagons?”


“Yes; your plan is the best,” said Buffalo Bill. “Though were I on his trail, nothing on earth should take me off from it till my hands were on his throat. I’ll try to wait, Bill—I’ll try to wait.”


The two friends now rode eastward rapidly, and before the sun reached its meridian were once more with the wagons.


“Have you given up the search for your sister?” asked Mrs. Cody, when she saw her son and his mate ride up.


“No, mother, no, nor will we until she is found. But we can strike no trail— the rain has washed it away. We know this, however, that Dave Tutt has friends among the fighting Sioux in the Black Hills and he’s most likely making for them. We must have more force than us two to go there with any chance to get her away—so our plan is to get you all in safety to the nearest post, then collect a party and start for the hills. Dead or alive, we’ll find her.”


“Better dead than alive if she is his victim, or in the hands of the heartless Indians,” said the mother bitterly. “But why wait for us—we go too slow. Ride on and raise men—ride on, and do not mind us.”


“Mother—your life, that of Lottie and poor Kitty too, must be thought of. We do not know who is moving about the border. Missouri is close by, and a thousand— yes, ten thousand such men as Jack M’Kandlas will swarm into Kansas on the least pretense to fight out old quarrels. We must see you safe first, and then we will take the back track.”


“Then get up the riding horses and put on saddles for me and the girls. The wagons go too slow. We can reach the settlements by night if we ride.”


“That is true, mother, if you can stand it.”


“I will stand it, my son—I will stand it. Hasten and saddle the best horses. The wagons can follow at the best rate they may.”


In a short time the mother, Lottie, and Kitty Muldoon were mounted on good horses, and soon the wagons were left far behind. For, like nearly all of the hardy, noble women of the West, they were not only used to the saddle, but to swift and fearless riding, and had no need of that tender care which some of our more delicate equestriennes on the Boulevard or Central Park drive require.


Before the setting sun had sunk behind the western horizon a settlement was reached, and soon, on fresh horses, to let their own rest, Buffalo Bill and his mate were riding from house to house gathering men for the expedition to rescue Lillie.


CHAPTER X.


It was a sickening ride for poor Lillie, with no music but the groans of the wounded men, as the wagon, driven so fast, jolted over the uneven prairie. And yet hope was in her heart, for often did she strain her eyes looking back to see if help was not coming.


This was noticed by Dave Tutt, who kept urging his party to its utmost speed, and a sarcastic smile would now and then light his face.


“They’re but two that would follow,” said he, “and when they’ve had time for a second thought they’ll not leave the other women till they get to a safe place. That is what took ’em back so quick last night. Now, it’ll take ’em at least two days to drive to the settlements, and a full day if they get men and start right back, before they can by any chance get on our trail. Then we will have from three to four days’ start, and by the time they’re where we are now I’ll be close to the Black Hills, where I’ve red warriors enough, who are my friends, to wipe out a hundred such men as they. Yes, a thousand braves will jump on their horses at the call of the Eagle-Eye of the Hills. So, gal, dismiss all hope, and make up your mind to be mine willingly. It will be your fault if I’m rough.”


A bitter answer was at Lillie’s lips, but at that instant she caught a glance from the eye of Frank Stark, who rode along on the other side of Dave Tutt—a glance expressing his admiration so plainly that a new idea entered her mind.


Could she not use this man against the other? Through him might she not effect her escape? She would try it. It would be hard to assume what she could not feel, but life and that which was even yet more dear—her honor—was at stake. She would try.


A look—ah! how much a look can say!—told the lesser ruffian of the two that the captive liked him better than she did her captor, if no more. His eyes met hers again and again, and a glow of strange pleasure flushed his face, for he certainly saw in her look an encouragement of hopes which were but too pleasing.


“By all the reptiles that ever crawled, Dave Tutt goes under if she says I can take his place,” he muttered to himself. “And if I can read eyes, that is what she means.”


Lillie saw that her plan was beginning to work, and the air of deep despondency which she had been wearing passed away.


Tutt did not penetrate the cause; but he noticed that she was more cheerful, and it rather pleased him, for he had feared she would in her desperation try to take her own life.


Their route now tended more to the north; for, leaving the Valley of the Republican, the leader wished to strike the South Platte, and follow it up to the region where his friends were thickest.


When night came on a halt was made on the open prairie by a pond made by the rainfall in a buffalo-wallow. But only a couple of hours were allowed for the men and animals to get food and rest, when they again moved on by moonlight.


Lillie saw and rejoiced at the thought that Dave Tutt anticipated pursuit, and she believed it would be more eager than he dreamed, and that they would surely be overtaken by her friends before he could reach his allies.


Frank Stark, encouraged by her glances, had made several attempts to get a word with her, but Dave Tutt, while they were stopping, remained near her all the time, and when they moved on rode continually where his eye was upon her.


Once, when his attention seemed drawn away, she made a sign as if she was writing, and Frank answered it by an understanding nod, but neither sign nor nod had missed the keen eye that was on them.


“Look here, Frank Stark,” said Tutt, in a savage tone, “if you’ve lived long enough, try, just try to cross my path. You know me, and I’m in no humor just now for trifling. Come within twenty feet of this wagon again till I give you permission, and I’ll put six ragged holes in your carcass with my revolver. Now to the rear, and stay there.”


Stark, physically, was no coward, but there was something in Dave’s eye just then which told him that silence and obedience would be politic, if nothing more.


So, with but a single angry glance, he fell back, and poor Lillie thought that he was too much of a coward to help her, and felt ashamed of herself for, even by a look, having tried to encourage him.


Hers was a very expressive face, for Tutt read her feelings in the glance of contempt which followed Stark as he fell back, and a bitter smile illuminated his own countenance in place of the cloud of anger which had darkened it.


“If you want to coquette, find a man and not a sneak to try the game with,” he said, in a low tone. “You’ll find me worth a hundred such cowards if you are but half kind. As to your ever getting away from me alive, don’t think of it. I wouldn’t like to hurt you, but I’d kill and scalp you before another should glory in possessing you, or them get you back from whom I’ve taken you.”


Lillie made no answer. She was weak and weary. Hope was indeed faint in her sad heart. Yielding to fatigue, she leaned back against the curtained side of the wagon and slept.


How long she slumbered she did not know, but she was wakened by the sound of rushing water, and looking out, saw that it was light and they were fording a river, broad but shallow, and full of willow-covered islands.


“Oh, had it been night,” she thought, “what a place for concealment, if I could only have slipped out of the wagon unseen!”


Dave Tutt was ahead testing the depth of the water before the wagon followed, and on looking out she saw Frank Stark riding close by the hinder wheel.


A glance from his eyes told her that he was yet her friend and meant to do something for her, what it might be she could not comprehend.


As Tutt neared the opposite bank of the river, it became deeper, and it was evident that the team would have all it could do to get the wagon through over the quicksand bottom, for the water would reach to the wagon-bed, if not higher.


“Put your whip to your horses and make them drag through here lively!” shouted Dave to the driver, and the latter obeying, urged the team on.


But a heavy lurch of the wagon while it was in the deepest part told that something had given way, and the next second nearly half the hinder end was submerged, and the team came to a complete standstill. One of the wheels had come off, most probably from a lost linch-pin. Lillie in an instant thought how the linch-pin was lost, and repented of her precipitate condemnation of Frank Stark.


Delay was everything, and this must cause delay.


Dave Tutt rode back, cursing awfully. The four horses ahead of the wagon plunged fearfully. The treacherous quicksand washing from under their feet terrified them. The wagon itself began visibly to settle deeper and deeper into the water.


In vain the driver, assisted by Tutt, who lashed the horses until it seemed as if they must break from the harness, tried to move the wagon on.


Deeper and deeper, until the wounded men shrieked out for help to save them from drowning.


Then, and not till then, did Dave Tutt give up a hope of getting the wagon out.


Now he took Lillie on his own powerful horse, and called upon Frank Stark and others to get the helpless men to the land in the same way.


The harness was then cut, the team got to the shore, and the wagon abandoned.


To M’Kandlas, the rough removal was terrible. His wound bled externally afresh, and blood coming from his mouth made matters appear even yet worse for him.


A halt was now imperative. The colonel could not be moved at all in his present condition, and when moved it must be on a litter, or another wagon must be procured; for this, within a half-hour, went entirely out of sight.


Stark proposed that the whole party should camp, throw up a cotton-wood stockade, and be ready to fight it out if their pursuers came up.


“I, for one, will never desert my old leader while life is in him,” he said. “The colonel has been true as steel to us, and we’re worse than cowards if we desert him.”


This was loudly applauded by the men, and Dave Tutt, who, in his own utter selfishness, would have gladly gone on with all the able men, leaving the helpless behind, did not dare propose the measure.


But he did not like to remain there, even for a short time, for he dreaded the pursuit of two such men as Buffalo Bill and his mate. He knew that death, worse than mere death, beside the loss of his prize, would be his fate.


“Yes,” said he, deeming it best to chime in with the man whom he had hated in all the bitterness of his heart from the instant he saw him exchanging glances with Lillie—“Yes, I think we’d better make a stand here until we can move our wounded. I go in for it. So, Frank Stark, you take all the men that can be spared from horse, guard and fit up as good a stockade as you can with the tools we have. There’s some drift-wood around, and sod can be cut with a hatchet as well as a spade. And as them who may come can’t overtake us for a day or two yet, why I’ll ride on and get the gal out of the way, so that they can’t get her no way, and then if they find out she isn’t here, why, maybe, they’ll take another track and let us alone. I can do this and be back before there’s any fighting.”


“I don’t like Dave’s plan a bit,” cried Frank Stark.


“Who was it asked you to like it? I didn’t expect you would!” said Dave, grinding his white teeth ferociously together.


“We can’t afford to lose a single rifle when such men as Wild Bill and his mate are after us. And we don’t know what minute they may heave in sight. As for the gal, she can be hid right here—put on one of them islands where she can’t git away, and where bullets won’t hit her in the fight, and when we’ve whipped the enemy, Dave can go and fetch her and tote her off to the hills.”


If Dave Tutt could have killed Frank Stark with a look while this was being said, Frank would never have finished his speech. But he got through, and was rewarded by a really grateful look from poor Lillie, who trembled lest she should indeed be carried on alone by her ruffianly abductor.


This glance, detected by Dave, almost set him wild with angry jealousy. But his was one of those, not human, but almost infernal natures, which can conceal its hottest passion—just as the tiger is stillest ere it leaps. His white face wore a ghastly smile, as he said: “Since Frank Stark seems to have so much to say, I will yield up the leadership of the party entirely to him. I only took it because the colonel here asked me to, but I now resign. So, Mr. Stark, you are now captain! I hope you’ll prove your ability to take care of this party and get them off to the hills in safety.”


“I will, with your help,” said Frank, coolly.


“You’ll not have much of my help, my brave fellow. I’m going on my own hook, and the gal is going with me.”


“What! Desert your comrades in the hour of peril? You dare not, and you shall not. You say I am captain. Then, by the Big Elk of all elks. I’ll show you that I am. Offer to leave us now, and half a dozen bullets shall pierce your carcass. Am I not right, men?”


“Aye, aye—hurrah for Frank Stark; he carries a full hand with every ace in the pack!” shouted one, and his words were applauded and echoed on every side.


“Scoundrel, I’ll cut your heart out for this!” cried Dave, no longer able to restrain himself.


“Wait till I get this party to the Black Hills and I’ll give you the best chance you ever had,” said Frank, who, encouraged every instant by the approving eyes of Lillie, began to feel every inch a hero.


Talk of magic—talk of power. The approval of a woman whom he loves will do more to make a man manly, or even a coward brave, than anything else that can be named between heaven and earth.


“It may be a long time, but, curse you. I’ll wait. And now build your camp and its defenses. I suppose your captainship has no objection to my taking the young lady, in whom you seem to take so much interest, over to one of the islands, and after I build a brush house to keep her from the night dews and the day breezes, standing guard to see that she does not run away? I can shoot as well from an island, if our enemies try to cross, as from here.”


“The young lady will be quite as safe inside of the stockade as on an island under your gentle care,” said Frank, urged by an appealing glance from her eyes to prevent the plan which Dave now laid to have her alone in his power. The companionship of ruffians was more safe than solitude with him.


“Well, have everything your own way now. But remember, Frank Stark, when we get to the hills, it is you or me and with knives!”


“All right, Mr. Tutt—I’m your man then, but now we’ve got work to do.”


CHAPTER XI.


All night long, without a thought of sleep or even a sign of fatigue, Buffalo Bill and his mate rode around, gathering men and making preparations for the expedition in search of his lost sister.


By sunrise they were all assembled, had breakfasted and were ready for a start.


Not uniformed, scarce one dressed or armed alike; some mounted on noble thoroughbreds, others on hardy, wild-eyed mustangs; some young and slender; others tall, weather-bronzed, all bone and muscle—they looked like true fighting men, but no more like the holiday soldier of the city than a painted Grecian-bender on Broadway looks like a whole-souled, rosy, bright-eyed, full-formed country lass whose very glance makes you dream that angels drift along life’s dark tide some time.


There was a slight pause after these men, some thirty in number, were ranged in the line ready to take column of march. lt was when Bill’s mother and sister stepped forward to say good-by.


“Heaven bless and aid you and your friends, my dear boy!” said the good, Christian mother. “We women can only pray for your safety and success. A mother’s prayers and hopes go with you!”


“And a sister’s too, dear brother!” said Lottie, tears in her eyes as she spoke.


“And Kitty Muldoon says the good-luck be wid yez all, and bad luck to the wicked ’uns, that’s got Miss Lillie wid ’em. Bring wan home wid ye jist, so I may scratch the eyes out of his ugly head!”


A shout of laughter followed this outburst from Kitty, and before it fairly subsided, Buffalo Bill, who had a good deal of the soldier in him, sung out: “By fours—column right and forward at a trot!”


There was no sound of bugle—no gay pennant fluttered in the air, but there was material for deadly work in that small, compact body of men.


The red men of the plains dread such men more, even in small bodies, than they do an army of thousands, moving with pomp and show—parks of artillery used only for noise, wagon trains and fluttering banners.


They know by many a sudden onslaught, many a brief, wild fight, how bordermen fight, and their dread of them—is wholesome.


Away at a sweeping trot, changing to a walk only when they ascended some steep pitch, and frequently a gallop as they went down, steering as true by the sun as if he had a compass, Buffalo Bill now headed for the farm where his mother’s home had been.


It was almost night when they reached the spot, but there was plenty of light and time left before darkness to examine the unburied bodies of whites and Indians.


That of Jake M’Kandlas could not be found.


“He either is not dead or else they have carried his body along to bury it,” said Buffalo Bill.


“They’ve got a wagon—here’s the tracks,” cried Wild Bill, whose eye had been more on signs than on the bodies.


“There was one in the old barn that wasn’t burned,” said Bill, riding to the spot where the wagon had been loaded.


“And here’s more, mate—she, your sister, is with them. Look at that track,” cried Wild Bill, as he sprang from Black Nell and examined a small footprint in the soil.


“Yes, yes, it was her foot did that,” cried the brother. “Look for the track of Dave Tutt’s horse further on, Bill.”


“I’ve found it right here,” cried Wild Bill. “We’re on the right track now, and it is only a matter of time to get to ’em. We’ve got to reach ’em careful, or they may kill poor Miss Lillie for spite. Jake M’Kandlas, if he is alive, is mean enough for that, and I don’t believe Dave Tutt is a bit better.”


“Yes,” said Buffalo Bill, “we must be fast and careful too. Loosen girths, boys, and feed your horses. There’s corn and oats in the old barn, and hay in the stacks.


We’ll all get a bite and rest for two hours, and then go ahead by moonlight. The wagon trail will be easy to follow in the grass or over the sand.”


The men now put their horses out to feed and then went to getting supper, while the two Bills for the first time in sixty hours dropped on the ground to get a little sleep before starting again.


CHAPTER XII.


With no tools but their camp-axes and tomahawks, the men under Frank Stark built for themselves a really formidable stockade from drift-wood and the trunks of small cotton-wood trees which grew along the banks of the Platte.


It was built on a kind of point which jutted out into the river with bold, precipitous banks, so that it was only assailable practically from the rear, for if horsemen should ford the river in front, or approach it on either flank, they could not get up the bank or over the walls of the stockade.


These were lined inside with rods cut from the prairie, where the coarse blue grass grew thick and matted near the water. Holes left for use by the marksmen were plentiful.


To enter it a rude ladder had been made, so that without an appliance not to be expected or easily made on the plains, it could scarcely be scaled. lnside, for the comfort of the wounded, and with a special apartment for poor Lillie, a house sheltered with thatch of grass, and walled with willow twigs, had been made.


Near the stockade, and completely under rifle cover, was a corral of stakes, into which the stock could be driven at night, or on the approach of danger.


These arrangements showed that Frank Stark was capable, to say the least, of taking the command which Dave Tutt, more from spite than any other cause, had resigned into his hands.


Dave had assisted in the work, but took particular pains never to go out of sight of Lillie, and to keep such a watch on her that she could not hold an interview unobserved by him with Frank Stark.


But the latter had seen from glances of Lillie what he believed to be an encouragement, not to improper advances, but to a friendly understanding; for amid those lawless men she was in look and act pure as a lily fresh blown on the wave.


He determined to have an unobserved interview with her, and to effect it called off a regular stock and picket guard for the night, assigning to each man a special post. That farthest from the stockade—and it was a six-hour watch—was given to Dave Tutt.


The latter was about to moodily refuse the duty, but on second thought, realizing that it would be best for the present to yield to authority he had been instrumental in creating, he expressed his readiness to do the duty.


Hunters who had taken a ride of scarce a mile from the camp brought in several fat antelopes; and had there been no anticipation of attack there would have been nothing but hilarity among the men.


The night set in not quite as clear as on the preceding one, for floating clouds frequently swept athwart the sky, and shut out the moonlight. The sentinels were all posted, the reliefs had turned in to sleep till their time came on, and all was still inside the stockade.


Now Frank Stark determined if possible to find out how Lillie regarded him, and if, as he hoped, his conduct in regard to Dave Tutt had pleased her, to avow something more than a mere interest in her.


Approaching the separate apartment which he had built for her, and seeing her seated near the door on an improvised bench he had himself made for her use, he asked, in a low tone, if she would not like to look out on the river.


“Thank you, sir, you have been kind to me; I will be glad to do so,” was her reply.


And she followed him to a part of the stockade where, from a bench of turf, they could look out on the river and its bush-covered islands.


Frank was silent for two or three minutes after they reached this spot, allowing her to look out on the water and the prairie beyond without disturbing her reverie. Even in his rude nature, lawless and full of evil, there was a reverence for the purity which made him silent, until she chose to speak. At last her voice fell on his ear.


“I ought to be very grateful to you, Mr. Stark,” she said, “for interfering with that wretch to keep him from carrying me off to the hills. And I am. From my heart I thank you.”


“Lord bless your sweet face, Miss Lillie, I haven’t done half what I’d like to do for you!” he said, eagerly. “I have never in all my life seen any one half so good or half so pretty as you, and it makes me feel wild and wicked to think any harm should come to you, and I’ll die before I see you wronged.”


“Oh—thank you, thank you, Mr. Stark. You do not know how your words comfort me. If you only could get me back to my poor, broken-hearted mother, I believe you would! Wouldn’t you?”


And her dark hazel eyes turned on him with a look which thrilled every nerve in his frame.


“Wouldn’t I? Miss Lillie—I—I don’t know what to say. I hate to leave them that trust in me, but since I have met you, I don’t want to lead a wicked life any more. Them that I serve with now are determined to fight against the old flag that I was born under, and to entice the red fiends of the plains to do the same, and to carry fire and carnage along the border. I don’t want to do it. If I can manage to get you off and back to your friends, will you try to have them receive me, not as a robber and a bad man, but as a soldier who will fight for his country?”


“I will—I will, and my brother—but forgive me, sir, if I ask one question. Were you one of the men who were with Colonel M’Kandlas when my poor father was murdered?”


“No; I have only been with the band for two years.”


“Then I can promise for my brother. He has sworn never to touch hands with one of those men but to kill him.”


“I don’t blame him, for I’ve heard old Jake boast how the cowardly deed was done. Miss Lillie, I will help you, because I love you better than life. I don’t ask you to love me, but when you see how I am ready to risk all, and, if need be, to die for you, I know you will not despise me.”


“No; I shall honor and respect you, Mr. Stark, and hold you as a dear and noble friend. In such a time, and in such a situation as I now am in, you can expect no more than this.”


“No, Miss Lillie, and it is more than I deserve. But, now that we understand each other, you had better go back to your quarters and rest all you can. I will lay my plans to get you away from here either to-night or to-morrow night, and, when they are laid, I will carry them through. Rest while you can, for when I call on you all your strength and courage will be needed.”


“I will be ready, and I will pray for the good Father above to help you in all your good intentions, and to frustrate those whose thoughts are evil. Good-night, Mr. Stark.”


“Good-night, Miss Lillie.”


“She is an angel, if ever one walks the earth!” murmured Stark, as he watched her gliding away toward her quarters. “I never meant to leave the boys, but for her I’d die twenty deaths. She may love me for it yet. A woman who knows a true heart beats only for her, must think of it some time, not unkindly, either.”


CHAPTER XIII.


With only a couple of hours rest, the party under Buffalo Bill started on from the ruins of the cottage home, the trail made by the wagon being quite easy to follow.


While it led toward the valley of the Republican the two leading bordermen were rather surprised, for the sinuous windings of that stream led far away from the direct route to the Black Hills, in which it was known the M’Kandlas gang had their secret haunts and hiding places.


But when it made a sudden turn toward the north-west, leading toward the valley of the Platte, then Wild Bill exclaimed: “I know now the very spot the varmints are heading for. If they wasn’t so rascally tricky and might change their course after taking it. I could take a nigh cut and head em off.”


“They’ve got Cheyennes with em, and there’s no knowin’ what bend they might take,” said his mate. “We had better follow the trail. They can’t reach the hills ahead of us—not with a wagon to drag; and till they do, we’re enough for twice their number.”


“That’s so; but we mustn’t wear out our horses,” said Wild Bill. “A man without a good horse isn’t half a man in a fight on the plains, and that we all know.”


“That is so; but I hate to think how my darling sister must feel as she goes further and further away from those she loves. But she knows I’ll be on the trail. I’ll not fret any more, but hold my spite till I can draw a bead on Dave Tutt.”


When the party reached the first halting-place on the plains, where the robbers had made a temporary rest, they looked in vain for the foot-tracks of Lillie. But Lillie had not been allowed to descend from the wagon here.


They had now come so far and so fast that a halt for the entire night was necessary, or their stock would be used up too much for active service.


No fires were made—they had cooked provisions sufficient; therefore the buffalo-chips that lay thick around the little pond were undisturbed.


The dawn of another day found men and horses fresh and ready for a vigorous start. The trail freshened as they went on, and the bordermen felt sure that unless the wagon was abandoned, they would overtake those whom they pursued inside of thirty or forty hours.


They moved at a steady, sweeping gait until after-noon, and then Buffalo Bill brought them down to a slower pace. He saw trees which grew along the Platte rising on the horizon, and he deemed it best, lest he might be ambuscaded, to approach that river in the night.


For over the plains the eye can detect objects at an immense distance, while concealed among the tall grass, bushes and trees that skirt the river banks, hundreds might lurk unseen, their vicinity unknown until it was felt.


Halting in sight of the river-growth, the party had another long rest. When night with its shadows came on, they moved again. The moonlight enabled them to see the trail and yet it was not sufficiently vivid for the party to be discovered at any great distance.


It is doubtful if any discovery of the rovers would have been made by our bordermen, had not one of those incidents occurred which no camp with animals in it can be guarded from. The neigh of a horse or the braying of a mule can be heard as far as a trumpet, and the latter sound, reaching the ears of the bordermen as they approached the river on their third night out, put them at once on their guard.


There had been no fires lighted by the M’Kandlas party at night, but they could not keep their animals still.


When this sound was heard, the party at once came to a halt and dismounted, while Buffalo Bill rode on to reconnoiter. They left orders for their party not to move till they returned, without they heard firing, and if they did, then to hurry in and take a share in what might be going on.


The two bordermen rode swiftly on toward the river, during a brief time of comparative darkness while a cloud bank obscured the moon, then as the clouds moved by they dropped with their well-trained horses to the earth, for with the coming light they saw that they were very near the river.


“It was well for them to do so, for when the moon came out clearly, they distinctly saw the stockade looming up on the other side of the river.


What it meant they could not understand. Why a party like that of which they were in pursuit should halt and fortify a defensive position was something they could not comprehend.


Buffalo Bill was the first to speak.


“That’s a fort—and by the way it rises from the bank, a pretty strong one I’m thinking,” said he.


“Yes, but have they had time to build it, or are they in it?” said Wild Bill. “If it is their work, and they are there, they mean fight, and to do it with all the advantages. We could charge ’em on the plains, but charging a fort won’t pay without we know we can get into it on a jump.”


“That’s so, Bill. And we must know all about that place before we go any further— that is with the party. You stay here till I cross and see what’s there.”


“No—you stay, and I will go. It’s a risk and your life’s worth more than mine,” said Wild Bill.


“That’s no such thing, Bill—your life is as dear to me as my own, and where’s the risk it’s my right to go, for I’ve got more at stake in this game than you. My poor Lillie is over there in the power of Dave Tutt. I couldn’t stay here if you went.”


“Then let us both go.”


“No, Bill; and I’ll tell ye why. If by any accident they should get us both, our party without one or other of us to lead would never do anything in a fight with such scoundrels fenced in. So now stay till I come back, or you know by hearing a shooting that they’ve got me. Do it, Bill, if you love me!”


“It is about as hard as drawin’ sound teeth, mate, but if you say so. I suppose I must. But be careful and get back. We haven’t got a great deal more of night ahead of us, so you’ll have to be lively.”


“I’ll be all that. Keep Powder Face and Black Nell out of sight, for I’ll foot it over.”


Buffalo Bill now in a crouching position passed on toward the river, while his mate with the two horses lying down waited for what might turn up.


Wild Bill watched his friend as long as he could see him, until he was lost in a thick clump of bushes on the edge of the river.


Shortly after he saw quite a log of drift-wood moving slowly down the current, but as it neared the other shore very fast while it went down, he comprehended the plan of Buffalo Bill to get across unobserved, if they were on the watch in the stockade.


When the log stranded near a steep bush-crowned bank on the other side of the river, he knew that his friend was safety on the other side, and that now the most dangerous part of his work was to be done.


Anxiously he watched the stockade—hardly breathing aloud lest he should lose a sound, he looked and listened for some token of Buffalo Bill.


A full hour passed in this way. He began to glance often toward the east, for he knew that the dawn could not be far off.


“What can Bill be about?” he muttered. “He has had time to scout all around there and get back. I don’t like this layin’ here like a fool and doing nothing, a bit. But he’d make a noise if they’d got him. I can’t make it out. Ah! there’s the log in the stream again. He is coming at last.”


CHAPTER XIV.


In the settlement where Mrs. Cody, Lottie, and Kitty Muldoon were left for protection, there was much anxiety after the departure of so many of the men with Buffalo Bill. For it was too near two borders, the Missouri and Indian, to be considered safe, if all the fearful rumors regarding rebellion and war were true which had been reaching them through various sources for weeks.


In truth there was not ten men capable of bearing arms left in the place, though there were full a hundred women and children.


The widow and her daughter were quartered at the small and only tavern in the place, kept by a crippled octogenarian, whose constant boast was that he had “fit” the British in 1812, and could do it “again,” if they’d only come where he was. As his only weapon of defense was a crutch, there was not much danger of his injuring anybody in his exhibition of the manual of arms, which were frequent when the war humor was on him.


The tavern only contained four rooms and a garret, so that what occurred in one part was pretty sure to be soon known in another.


The first floor rooms were the bar and general smoking-room, the diningroom, and kitchen all in one—the landlord’s family room, and the best bedroom— the last of which, with two beds, was occupied by Mrs. Cody, her daughter, and the irrepressible Kitty Muldoon.


The presiding genius of the bar-room was Major Williams, the landlord— the presiding genius of the kitchen and boss of the whole house was Molly Williams, his young wife—that is, young compared with him, for she was only five and thirty, while he was eighty years old, if a day.


Late on the afternoon of the same day on which Buffalo Bill left with his party, two smart-looking strangers, well mounted, but with no arms visible, arrived at the tavern. They carried saddle-bags on their horses, as western travellers generally do, wore rather superior clothes, and carried themselves as men do who think themselves above the “common herd” of humanity.


Directing that their horses should be well fed and well groomed, they ordered supper, and stated that they should remain all night.


Major Williams hobbled about on his crutch, quite delighted at this acquisition of custom, especially as the strangers patronized the tincture of aqua-fortis which was labelled “old rye,” in his decanters, and to a very quiet system of careless questioning gave a perfect statement of everything regarding the population of the place, absence of the men, even to the presence of the mother and sister of the famous scout and Indian hunter, Buffalo Bill.


The two men, both young and stalwart in form, keen-eyed, and with rather a military look, exchanged meaning glances from time to time as the garrulous old man chatted on, but his eyes were dim, smoke-clouded too from his ever active pipe, and he did not notice it.


Supper was served for them with the whole family, and the widow, with her beautiful daughter and Kitty Muldoon, occupied one part of the table.


The eyes of the elder of the two strangers, a dark-complexioned man of probably twenty-eight or thirty, flashed with a wild, passionate glance as it fell upon the perfect form and lovely face of Lottie, while his companion seemed more impressed with the less soulful look but plump proportions and rosy face of bright-eyed Kitty Muldoon.


The widow, ever reticent to strangers, took scarcely any notice of these persons, though the elder, very conversationally inclined, sought to introduce several topics of interest to attract her notice.


From his talk it appeared that he and his companion had been up the Missouri river purchasing a large tract of land with the intention of settling.


When the major asked questions about the coming war they appeared to be very poorly informed, but Mrs. Cody, with that quickness of perception peculiar to her sex, made up her mind that they knew more than they cared to disclose. Also, that when they chose sides, if they had not already done so, the Southern, and not the Northern, was where they would be found.


As soon as the supper was over, the widow and her child retired to the bedroom, followed by Kitty Muldoon, while the strangers returned to the barroom, into which, with the coming of night, the most of the male population of the place found its way.


To make themselves popular with these people, the strangers were quite liberal in treating, and it was not long before nearly all were more or less under the influence of the vile beverage which was vended at the bar.


The strangers pretended to drink quite as freely as those whom they treated so often, but they poured out scarcely anything for themselves, and so diluted what they did take with water that they felt none of the effects which they were producing on others.


Poor Mrs. Cody trembled while she listened to the foolish speeches and maudlin songs which proclaimed that the few men left to protect the settlement were becoming each moment less and still less capable of doing service. She almost felt relieved when the night wore on and comparative silence told that those who were not helpless from drink had staggered away to their homes.


The old major hung out as long as he could, but at last sank down helpless in his chair behind the bar, and then the two strangers were alone.


An eye was on them, however, for Mrs. Molly Williams, though perfectly willing to see the money come into the drawer did not believe in its going but again, so when she saw her old husband sink down into helplessness, as she did through a crack in the kitchen door, she took post where she could observe the actions of her guests.


She saw that, with their heads close together, they were talking low and quite earnestly, and she tried hard to catch some idea of what they said. But this was not possible, though she once heard the elder say “the girls,” as he glanced toward the interior of the house.


She felt confident that they were planning some mischief, for now that they believed themselves unmolested, they exhibited a brace of revolvers and two huge knives, which hitherto had been hidden under their clothing.


She was not a woman of timidity—few border women are—and she was thinking how she should act to secure the money in the drawer, inform them that it was bed-time, and drag her drunken old husband to his nest, when the tramp of horses’ hoofs reached her ears.


“The boys are coming—we’re all right now!” said the elder of the strangers, springing to his feet at this sound. “The plunder and the girls first, and a big blaze afterward!”


CHAPTER XV.


It was almost daylight when Buffalo Bill got back to where Wild Bill and the two horses had been left.


“Quick, Bill,” said the former—“quick, mate, and get out of sight. We’ve got work to do over there, but we can’t do it by daylight. They’re too well fixed. Mount and let’s get back to the boys and out of sight and then I’ll tell you all I’ve seen.”


The two men mounted and sped away swiftly, and in a few minutes had rejoined their party. These were also put in motion, and when day dawned they halted behind a low range of pebbly hills, about seven or eight miles from the river.


Here the first act of Buffalo Bill was to post a dismounted man where he could just look over the crest of the hills and see the river and bushy growth along its margin, without exposing his own person to observation from that direction.


The horses, picketed with a guard to look out for them, were put among the low ravines where the buffalo grass was finest, and a half dozen men taking turns with a spade which had been brought along set out in the lowest place to dig a well so that they might have water. No fire was allowed, and silence was enjoined—at least so far as loud talk or halloing was concerned.


All this was seen to by Buffalo Bill before he would relate anything to his mate or to any of the party of what he had seen over the river. In truth, there was enough of the Indian in his nature to enable him to conceal even in his looks as well as in his silence all information until he thought fit to impart it.


This time came when the party was properly settled and concealed.


Then calling Bill and the others to his side, he said: “I was right in among the cussed varmints over there. They’re fixed up in a strong stockade, with a good corral for their stock, and playing an open game wouldn’t pay for us. They’re fixed to stay till they can move their wounded men, for they lost their wagon some way in crossing the river. Old Jake M’Kandlas is alive, with a hole through his body from my revolver, and there are two or three more as bad off as he is that can’t be moved!”


“Your sister—you havn’t said a word about her,” said Wild Bill anxiously.


“No—but I’m coming to that. She has made a friend there some way, and Dave Tutt has got his master. Frank Stark bosses the crowd and I heard him tell Dave Tutt that he should not disturb her. She has her own room in a house they’ve built inside of the stockade, and I heard Frank Stark tell Dave that neither he or any other man should intrude on her. Dave was fighting mad, but it seems that Frank has got the men with him, and Dave has to bottle his mad for a while. I tried to get a word with her but it was too risky, so I gave it up for then, satisfied no harm would come to her before they move from there. And if you’ll all stand by me to-night, we’ll get inside of their works before they know it, and then good-by to every one of the cusses but Frank Stark. I’ll save him for the good turn he has done for Lillie. So take things easy to-day, boys, and rest—we can’t do anything till night comes on.”


“What do you suppose makes Frank Stark take the part of Lillie?” asked Wild Bill. “Thought he was as bad as the worst of the gang?”


“I can’t tell. He spoke as respectfully of her as you would, and talked as if he meant what he said. It seemed to me that he had been quarreling with Dave about her before, for Dave reminded him that it wasn’t the first time he’d promised to cut his heart out on her account, and he would keep his promise, if it was the last act of his life.”


“Well, I’m glad she isn’t no worse off; but this is going to be a long day, waiting for night to come to go in and wipe ’em out. Is there many reds among ’em?”


“No—not over eight or ten, if so many. I couldn’t get to count noses, for it was ticklish work creeping over the walls and in among ’em when a good part of ’em were awake. The quarrel between Dave and Frank helped me some, because they made so much noise. I took a good look at the corral where they put their stock at night, because that must be stampeded at the same time we pitch in to save Lillie and wipe them out so not a cuss out of the crowd can get away. I don’t mean to kill old Jake if I can help it. I want to take him back to the spot where he murdered my father, and roast him there over a slow fire. Death—a mere man’s death—is too good for him. He wants, and shall have, a taste here of what he’ll get when he is dead!”


“Mate, you’re as bad as the reds, by thunder you are!” said Wild Bill.


“Yes, when I think of him and his gang, I am. Why should I not be? Can the memory of my good father, butchered in cold blood before his poor wife and helpless children, ever pass away? No, Bill, never—never! I will never feel that he rests easy in his grave while one of them is alive to boast of the black deed he has done. I have with my own hand killed two-thirds of them, and until all are gone—and by my hand, too, I will not feel content. I heard the wretch groaning from pain this morning. It was music to my soul. Oh, how I wanted to whisper in his ear, ‘Fiend, the pursuer is at hand! Your time is drawing near; the spirit of the murdered hovers near to exult over your tortured end!’ Bill, I could glory in every pain that racked his frame. I could see his eyeballs start in agony from his head—the beaded sweat, blood-colored, ooze from his clammy skin—each nerve and tendon quivering like the strings of a harp struck by a maniac hand. Oh, how I could gloat over his howling misery! And it is coming, it is coming— his time. When it does, mercy need not plead to me—not a throe, not a pulsation would spare for the wealth of all the world!”


CHAPTER XVI.


Molly Williams stood still and trembled when she heard those ominous words from the lips of the eldest of the two strangers, and saw the fiendish look which accompanied the expression.


She trembled yet the more as she knew by the thunder of the hoofs that a large body of horsemen had galloped to the front of the house.


“Open the door, Hubert, and tell the boys that I, Alf Coye, am here!” cried the elder stranger.


“There’s nothing to fear. Every man in the place is drunk or asleep.”


The younger man threw open the door wide, and when the men outside saw him and his companion, their cheers rang out clear and hearty on the night air.


“Hurrah for Captain Alf!” yelled one.


“Hurrah for the Southern Confederacy!” cried another.


“Down with the Yankee interlopers!” shouted a third.


“Dismount, men, and come in. Eat, drink and be merry. The best in the land is not good enough for you, but it is free as you are free.”


“There’s neither free drink nor free provisions here, I’d have you to know, sir,” cried Mollie Williams, now thinking it time to assert her rights.“You’ve made my poor old husband drunk and helpless, but he isn’t me, and I’ll soon show you that!”


“Whew! Our pretty hostess is getting warm in the cool of the evening,” cried the captain.


“Warm enough to scald you if you don’t keep your ruffians out of my house,” screamed Mrs. Molly, as she sprang behind the bar, and, first securing the money from the drawer, gave her old husband a sound box on the ear which partially awoke him.


“Surround the house—let no one leave or enter besides our own men, without my permission,” cried the captain.


This order was given because, fully dressed and ready for departure, Mrs. Cody, her daughter Lottie, and Kittie Muldoon made their appearance in the back room.


“What does this mean?” asked the widow, pale, but not terrified.


She addressed the question to Mrs. Williams, but was answered by the man who called himself Captain Alf Coye.


“It means, madam, that a part and parcel of the Southern Confederacy has made a raid over the Kansas border, and as one Buffalo Bill is arrayed on the Union side, we shall deem it a good policy to hold his mother and sister in our hands as hostages for his future good behavior. I am glad to see you are dressed, ready for travelling, for my men will only remain here long enough to collect what plunder they want and to make a bonfire of the rest. We will then head for Missouri, and you will accompany us.”


“Never, monster, never!”


“Oh yes you will, madam, and I would advise you to spare such opprobrious terms, lest I be tempted to deserve the name by some act which your own rudeness may provoke.”


“Fiend, I defy you and your vile followers!”


“Madam, the beauty of your daughter may tempt me to deserve the name.


Beware! I am not a man to pause or trifle if I make up my mind to any course, good or bad!”


The poor lady sunk with a shudder into a chair, while Lottie, weeping, knelt by her side. That threat, so quickly understood, was more terrible than the thought of death.


But there was one yet left to face the bold, bad man, who had no such thing as fear in her composition, and but little care for the anger she might excite.


It was pretty, brave-hearted, good Kitty Muldoon.


“You are a dirty big blackguard, you are, to thry to scare a poor lone widdy woman, when the son is away who’d bate the very sowl out of ye, big as ye are, wid one hand tied behind him and a glove on the other!”


Kitty stood with her arms akimbo, looking him square in the face as she said this. Her eyes flashed like sparks of fire and her cheeks were all aglow with passion.


“By the gods of war, girl, you’re almost as pretty as your young mistress. If my lieutenant, Hubert Stanley, hadn’t taken a fancy to you and spoken first, I believe I’d have had you for my sweetheart.”


“Divil the one, you or your liftenant, will make a swateheart of me!” cried Kitty, madder than before. “I’ll be a sour and bitter pill for the best of ye to swallow. Lay but the weight of a dirty finger on me, or on them I serve and love, and I’ll scratch the eyes from yer heads.”


“We’ll see by-and-by,” said Coye, coolly. “My men will soon get through with their work, for they understand it. Hubert, find a good carriage or wagon to put these women in. I shall carry them over the border, and if Buffalo Bill comes after them I’ll have a rope for his neck!”


“Sure an’ ’twill fit yer own better,” said the indignant and unterrified Kitty. “I could make a better man out o’ mud than you are, wid all yer fine clothes on yer crooked back. You’re not fit to kiss the ground that young master Bill treads over. It is him that will pay you for this—not in silver or in gould, but in cold lead and blue steel. Worra the day that the likes of yes came up from below, to bother good Christians like them that’s before you.”


“Girl, you have said about as much as I want to hear. If you care for the comfort of your mistress and her daughter, get their clothes and blankets together. For they are about to start on a long and hard journey, with little chance for getting comforts after they leave here. No more impudence now, or I’ll turn you over to those who know no mercy and never dream of pity.”


“Yes—hush, my good Kitty,” said the poor widow. “You only excite his anger without bettering our situation. Heaven will not desert us, child, and though it is very, very dark now, light will come by-and-by. We are in the power of these men now, but I trust will not be so for a great while. They will not dare to wrong us, for a fearful retribution will follow as surely as light follows darkness when day succeeds night.”


“I’ll do yer bidding, ma’am, but these haythens had better sing small if they don’t want to know what a bit of an Irish girl can do wid her nails and her teeth.”


CHAPTER XVII.


Buffalo Bill and the men whom he led noticed with pleasure as night drew near, while they almost counted the minutes which must elapse before they could with prudence attack the robber stockade, that the clouds began to overspread the sky, indicative of an approaching storm.


This, while it would tend to lessen the vigilance of the enemy, would conceal their movements and be likely to save them men and trouble.


As soon as night came on, every man was mounted, his arms having been carefully inspected and loaded while there was light. The wind, coming from the west, fresh and fitfully, was favorable in two points of consideration.


First, if there were dogs with the Indians or white wretches, they could not scent the approach of the pursuers. Next, the wind, sweeping in mad blasts over the prairie, made sufficient noise to drown all other sounds.


The leader of the bordermen had carefully laid out his plan of attack, and explained it to his followers, detailing the men for the two points of action, so there should be no error when the work began.


Wild Bill, with five picked men, was to shoot down the stock-guard and to stampede the animals from the corral.


Buffalo Bill, with the rest, only two men being left with the horses on the east side of the Platte, was to enter the stockade, and, at a signal given by himself, the attack was to commence.


Every precaution was taken, even to the wearing of a white mark around the left arm, made from white shirts torn in strips, that the party might distinguish their own people in the fray.


Moving up to the river with silent caution, it took the party full two hours after they started to reach the fording-place. And when they did so, the moon was completely hidden by the black clouds which flew like lost spirits overhead.


The rumble of distant thunder, and a kind of heavy dampness in the air, indicated the approach of rain.


“Boys,” said Bill, in a low tone, to the men close grouped around him, “when we take to the water to cross I shall lead the way. You might follow in single file, careful to keep so close to your file leader that you can touch him. Take care of your arms and ammunition, and keep perfect silence.”


A low murmur of assent told him that the orders were heard and understood, and then he moved on.


The ford was only deep in mid-channel, and to footmen the quicksand was not so bad as it was to heavy animals. The current was rather rapid, especially in the channel, but in about half an hour every man of the party was on the west side of the Platte, about two or three hundred yards above the stockade.


The louder sounds of thunder, as well as now and then flashes of distant lightning, told them they had but little time to wait for the outburst of the storm, so the order for the stampeding party to move to their post was at once given.


Away in the darkness went Wild Bill and his men, taking a course from the river-bank.


Two or three minutes after, Buffalo Bill, with his men, carefully followed the river down to reach the walls of the stockade.


It was an exciting moment, for it was yet so early that the enemy could be heard talking in their camp. Now and then a coarse laugh, following some jest, would reach the ears of the bordermen, thus assuring them that their close proximity was a thing un-dreamed of.


On, until at last the stockade was reached, kept Buffalo Bill and his party. And now the young leader, before getting over the wall at the only assailable spot which he had discovered the night before, gave the signal agreed upon, which was to inform Wild Bill of his readiness to begin.


This signal was the peculiar cry of a small owl which is found all over the Western prairies, and is heard only at night.


Bill was an adept in imitation, and the cry came so natural from his lips that the oldest bordermen of the party would have believed it came from the bird itself had they not known differently.


At the same moment that Bill gave the signal there was an alarm at the corral— a loud challenge—first a single shot, and then several more, followed by the sound, not of a general stampede, but of one, or at most two, horses making at full speed toward the river.


Buffalo Bill was puzzled at this, for Wild Bill had a return signal to make, which had not yet been heard, and he was not to fire a gun until the attack inside of the stockade commenced.


But he had no time for thought now. The garrison of the stockade was alarmed, and the hoarse voice of Dave Tutt was heard shouting: “Where is Frank Stark?”


CHAPTER XVIII.


“Where is Frank Stark? Where is the girl prisoner?” shouted Dave Tutt, with an angry voice from inside the stockade. “Now who is the traitor—who deserts you now? Your famous captain is gone, and that is what the row at the corral is about. I hope they’ve got him there. I’m going to see!”


And Dave sprang upon the wall of the stockade.


As he did so a vivid flash of lightning, followed by an instantaneous crash of thunder, lighted up the whole place, and he saw at a glance that a body of armed men were on the point of entering the stockade, while just entering the river at the ford was a man mounted on his own horse, close followed by a female on another animal.


A dozen shots were fired at him at the same instant, and he fell back wounded into the interior of the stockade, as he shouted: “They’re here, men—they’re here. Fight as you never fought before, or we’re all wiped out.”


There was no further hope for concealment, no use now in a second of delay, and though Buffalo Bill felt sure that his sister had escaped from that gang, he was not now the less inclined to punish them.


“Over the works, boys, and let your revolvers and knives tell the tale!” he shouted, and sprang up the ladder which was kept for general use by the garrison.


Up and over, as speedily as thought, close followed by his men, into the darkness, soon to be made light by the firing of a tent, went Buffalo Bill, and hand to hand, with revolver and knife, amid the yells and whoops of white men and Indians, the fearful work went on.


It could not last long, for with the blaze of the tent the brave bordermen could see where to shoot and strike, and now the victorious shouts of Wild Bill and his men, with the thunder of the stampede, reached the ears of the terrorstricken defenders of the stockade.


“Mercy—we surrender!” shouted a huge villain, already down with a bullet in his brawny breast.


“Take the mercy your gang gave my father!” shouted Buffalo Bill, and his knife clove through the villain’s skull.


A minute more and Wild Bill was over the wall, another minute and, except a few wounded wretches on the earth, not one of the Indians or robbers was left.


These would have been at once dispatched, had not Wild Bill sung out with a chivalrous generosity peculiar to men of his class: “Boys, it’s a shame to butcher them that can’t raise a hand to defend themselves. Let’s hold up—let’s hold up! We’ve our own wounded to look to!”


“It is poor policy, but excepting old Jake M’Kandlas, the rest may live for all me,” cried Buffalo Bill. “As for him, he shall live until I can hang him over the grave of my murdered father, or roast him to ashes on the ground stained by his blood. But my sister—she is safe from here, but is Frank Stark to be trusted?”


“Yes, just as you could have trusted me, if I had got her off,” said Dave Tutt, with a feeble voice; for, terribly hurt, he lay yet living among the wounded. “He is off for the Black Hills with her.”


“That’s a lie, for I saw him and her crossing the river by the light of the same flash which revealed you to us, and us to you, you mean sneak,” cried Buffalo Bill.


“If I wasn’t sure you’d suffer more by being let alone, I’d cut your throat where you are, you infernal spy and deceiving cuss! Look out for him, men, and for old Jake M’Kandlas—I am going across the river to find my Lillie.”


“You need not cross the river to find her, for she is here,” cried Frank Stark, coming over the wall, followed by the fair girl. “We met the guard on the other side of the river, and nearly lost my number, too, for one of ’em shot my horse. But we found out you were here and knew you’d be all right, too, so here we are.”


Lillie was already in the arms of her noble brother, while Frank Stark stood looking at the pale, angry face of Dave Tutt, who gnashed his teeth in impotent rage.


“Oh, curse you, you traitorous dog. If I could only live to cross knives with you, I would ask no more,” cried the wounded robber.


“Gentlemen, do doctor that poor thief up. I want him to live till I can show him how good I am at carving,” said Frank Stark in a tone of bitter sarcasm. “But I suppose I’m a prisoner myself, and have no right to talk.”


“You are not a prisoner! Your kindness to my sister entitles you to my friendship,” cried Buffalo Bill. “And if, as she says, you wish to join the Union men in the work just commenced, you shall have the best of chances. I was on my way to join the Union army at St. Louis when Dave Tutt, like a black-hearted scoundrel that he is, tore my sister away from her mother’s side.”


“I will go wherever you lead, and fight to death for the dear old flag I was born under,” cried Frank.


“Good on your head! There’s my hand, and my heart is as free as it for one of the right sort,” cried Wild Bill.


“Heap up a bonfire—there’s no danger now—and let us have light,” cried the happy brother. “When day comes we’ll be on the back-track, for my poor mother will sleep little until she hears from Lillie. Hallo! where have you come from? You look as white as a ghost, man! Speak out—what is the matter in Corinne?”


“Matter, Bill?” gasped the new-comer, as he sank exhausted to the earth. “There’s matter enough to drive us all mad. There’s not a house left standing in town—all are in ashes. Worse yet, every man but myself, I think, is killed, with some of the women, too—and the youngest and fairest carried off. I crept away, ran miles on foot, then caught a loose horse, got on your trail, and am here. I’ve neither eaten nor drank since the massacre.”


The man was well known to them all. He had been one of those left to take care of the settlement.


“Who did this?” asked Buffalo Bill, hoarsely.


“One Alf Coye, at the head of a hundred bush-whackers from Missouri.”


“My mother and Lottie,” gasped Bill.


“I saw them in a wagon under guard as I crept away,” said the man. “For mercy’s sake, give me some food and drink—I am almost dead.”


“Attend to him, some of you,” said Buffalo Bill. “And now, men, we have work to do. Frank Stark, for the good heart you have shown, I am going to trust you as I’d trust no other man on such short acquaintance. I shall take all but five of my men and the best horses, and make after the party that have carried off my mother and sister, and we know not how many more. With those five and this man here, guard my sister Lillie and get her to St. Louis just as quickly as you can. I will meet you there if I live. Not a word, my dear sister. You never could stand the mad riding that me and Wild Bill must do now. I feel that I can trust you with this man, for he risked his life to get you out of the clutches of Dave Tutt. Heaven bless you, darling—trust him and be my own brave sister until we meet. Come, men, all but the five who have no families in Corinne. Come: we must over the river and to horse like kinked lightning on a tear.”


One brief embrace between brother and sister and our hero was off on his new course to endeavor to rescue his mother and Lottie.


CHAPTER XIX.


By the time Buffalo Bill and his men had made their hasty preparations for starting in chase of Alf Coye and his gang, the storm fairly broke over them. The rain came down in torrents, while the rolling thunder and flashing lightning added wild grandeur to its weird effect in the midnight darkness.


This forced a delay until the dawn of day, for in the wind, rain and utter gloom the keenest scout and most accomplished guide could not have kept a true course over the plains.


The time flew swiftly by, for the brother and sister had a brief opportunity for conversation, and the messenger from the settlement, revived by food and drink, was able to give a partial account of the fearful outrage which had left most of his hearers homeless, and even worse off, if their fears were verified as to the loss of loved ones.


When the dawn came, though the storm had not abated, a course could be laid, and the young leader at once called his men to horse.


The animals had all been brought over, and now the men mounting, the cavalcade was put in motion, the two bordermen leading the way at a gait which only the literally tireless steeds of the prairie can keep up, swept over the stream and far away toward the southeast.


Lillie, not heeding the pouring rain or chilling wind, stood by the side of Frank Stark on the parapet of the stockade, and watched her dear brother, as he rode away with his companions, sad that he must leave her, but feeling that it was his duty to fly to the rescue of her mother and sister, and hers to be brave and hopeful, trusting in Him who is strength to the weak, for her own safe delivery from impending perils.


She watched her handsome, noble brother, until his form was out of sight, beyond the grassy hills, and then with a sigh she turned and asked her companion how soon they could start upon their journey.


“Were it only ourselves to go on we could start at once,” said Frank Stark. “But your brother wished me to carry Jake M’Kandlas and Dave Tutt in as prisoners, that they may swing from the gallows tree in the presence of a multitude, as they should, for to die as men who are soldiers or brave frontiersmen die will be no punishment to them. To carry out his desire and to keep them alive until the proper hour of doom arises, they must be moved with care. I shall have litters made, and when they are ready, move on.”


“You surely will not fatigue brave men by carrying the worthless bodies of such men?” said Lillie, in surprise.


“Oh, no—we will collect the animals that were stampeded, for they have not gone far, and will I swing each litter between two mules. It will be rough travel for the wounded wretches, but as they never knew mercy for any one else, I think they have no right to expect it from others. Go beneath the shelter, for we will be ready in a little while to travel. I do not wish to stay here a moment longer than can be helped, for the Sioux and the Cheyenne hunt along this stream, and the force left by your brother is too small to resist a large party of them with any hope of success. I will have a talk with Jake M’Kandlas and Dave Tutt while the rest are getting the litters ready.”


Lillie at once went into her little room and began to make preparations for her journey, while Stark went into the place where M’Kandlas and Dave Tutt were lying.


Both men eyed him with a bitterness of expression far more speaking than words. They were powerless to do more than look their hate, but if looks could kill, his life had not been worth a thought.


“Traitor!” hissed M’Kandlas at last.


“Treason to the devil is duty to God,” said Stark, quietly. “There is no use for either of you men to put on airs—you are down, and you’ll never get up in this world until you are lifted up by a rope.”


“Dog! down or up, we’re higher than you are!” cried Dave Tutt.


“That is a matter of opinion,” said Stark, smiling. “But I’ve no words to waste. I came in to see how you looked, and if you required any fixing up before we started.”


“Started? What do you mean?” asked M’Kandlas.


“That we start in a little while for the settlements. I am having mule-lifters fixed for you and Dave. It will be rather rough, but I reckon you can stand it. It’s only a short delay, for you’ll swing when Buffalo Bill gets back from punishing Al Coye.”


“He’ll never get back from that bit of business,” said Dave Tutt, scornfully. “Alf Coye is not the man to get away from, and Buffalo Bill will learn that if he crosses his path. Ah! your new sweet-heart is in trouble, Mr. Frank Stark—and so are you! Here is Raven Feather—the Ogallala, and my friend.”


Even as these last words passed the lips of Dave Tutt, caused as they were by a wild scream from Lillie, the opening in the brush house that served as a door was darkened by the presence of several Indians, hideous in their war paint.


Foremost of these was a tall warrior of most ferocious look, with a cap composed of black raven feathers on his head. The silver crescents, three in number, on his breast, proclaimed his rank as a great chief, even had not his haughty, commanding look done so.


“What is the matter with my brother, the Eagle-Eye of the Black Hills?” asked the Ogallala chief, as he looked on the reclining form of Tutt.


“My body has eaten too much lead. A false friend brought the enemies of the red man and of the Eagle-Eye upon him, and he is weak from many wounds,” replied Tutt.


“It shall be well with Eagle-Eye. Raven Feather will bind up his wounds and punish his enemies,” said the chief.


“There is one—the worst of all. Let him be bound!” said Dave, pointing to Frank Stark, who had stood till now almost paralized with surprise at this sudden appearance of an enemy which had stolen in unseen by his sentinels, or at least without an alarm reaching his ears.


But now, life and liberty both endangered, his native courage came back, and quicker than thought his revolver was drawn from his belt.


Twice had he discharged it, a death among his dusky foes following each report, when with a bound Raven Feather sprang to his rear, and hurled him to the ground before he could turn his weapon on him.


In a second his arms and feet were secured with hide lariats, and then in agony he was forced to listen to the taunts of Jake M’Kandlas and Dave Tutt.


But even this was not his deepest trial.


Poor Lillie was brought in, her white arms clutched on either side by a grim and hideous warrior, while with reeking scalps uplifted, others pressed forward to tell Raven Feather that the other pale-faces had been slain.


“Ugh! A pale-face squaw. Heap handsome, like the wild rose of the valley.


Raven Feather will make her his wife! She shall bead his mocasins and cook his meat. His other squaws are old and ugly in his eyes since he looks upon the face of the prisoner!” said the chief, as his eye rested eagerly on Lillie!


“Will Raven Feather listen to the words of his brother, the Eagle-Eye of the Black Hills?” asked Tutt, anxiously.


He did not wish to lose the prize for whose possession he had risked much and suffered also.


“The ears of Raven Feather are always open when his brother speaks. Let the Eagle-Eye talk.”


“The pale-face squaw belongs to me. I brought her from among the palefaces. In trying to get her back they wounded me—made me their prisoner. My red brother will not be unjust. He will not take from Eagle-Eye his property which has cost him these wounds!”


Dave Tutt knew who he had to deal with in talking thus to Raven Feather. Justice in an Indian is less a name than a fact. Would we Christian people could say as much.


And to render impartial and strict justice in a chief, is held as the highest virtue. To render justice the chief of a red tribe will order the death of his nearest friend, his own son, father, or brother. Claim from him a favor, he will deny it, without his inclination is for it. Claim from him justice in the name of right, and he will yield it.


His wild, fierce eyes looked lovingly on the beautiful, trembling girl, but he said: “Raven Feather will not rob his brother. The Pale Rose is very beautiful. The eyes of the chief feed upon her loveliness, but he will shut them up. He will not look at her again. She shall be kept safely for my brother until he is strong and able to take care of her himself, and my brother, Eagle-Eye, and the old chief of the pale-faced warriors of the hills shall be lifted up and carried back to the village of the Ogallalas, where the swift river that is red* with the golden earth runs its race toward the great waters in which the sun sleeps. But this paleface who has slain two of my warriors must now die.”


And drawing his hatchet from his belt he turned toward Frank Stark, his face gleaming with fiendish ferocity.


“Let Raven Feather hold his hand till he hears the word of Eagle-Eye,” said Dave Tutt, who now sat upright on the ground, so much had the change in affairs strengthened him. “There is no pain when by a single blow the spirit of a warrior is set free. The pale-faced prisoner is not a warrior, that he should die a warrior’s death. He is a dog who tried to steal the squaw of Eagle-Eye from his arms. Keep him bound, so that Eagle-Eye may punish him when he gets strong, and after Eagle-Eye has had his fill of vengeance, then let the warriors of the Ogallala dance around the fire which shall drink up his blood and reduce his bones to ashes.”


The chief returned his tomahawk to his belt.


“The words of Eagle-Eye are wise. The Raven Feather will wait; his warriors will keep the prisoner until it is time to sing his death-song.”


All this time poor Lillie stood silent, her eyes dry from excess of terror, her cheeks white and cold with fear. Frank Stark, fearless for himself, careless of his own fate, thinking of her whom he had so quickly learned to love with a love which made him hate his past wickedness and his vile associates, stood also still as a marble statue, trying to hope against hope—for there was no light now for either of them.


Buffalo Bill and his companions were already far away, each minute increasing the distance between them—and it surely would be long before he could hear of their fate—indeed it might be never.


Poor Lillie, silent with her lips, even speechless in the stony gaze of eyes that oft had spoken in their swift glances, was so hopeless that she had even forgot to pray.


Dave Tutt, with malignant joy in his face and look, said: “Let the red warriors put the pale-face squaw here on the ground beside Eagle-Eye—he will watch her himself. And let the dog of a white man be taken out where the rain will wash the dirt from his coward face and show how white fear makes him.”


“It is not fear of you—no, nor of them, which will ever blanch my face, Dave Tutt,” said Frank, proudly. “I hate and defy you and them. You fear me and that poor helpless girl, and must keep us bound because you fear us!”


“I do not ask to be unbound,” said Lillie; “but take me where I cannot have his serpent-eyes burning into my very soul, for I loathe and hate the very sight of the dastard wretch who fed at my mother’s board, drank from my brother’s cup, and then forgot even what an Arab would remember, the due that the receiver of hospitality owes to the giver. Chief of the brigands, I would rather die than live among you, or belong even in thought to the enemies of my people. But the man whom you call Eagle-Eye, like the other wounded wretch beside him, is a thief and a murderer. Their hands are red with the blood of my father and his people. I would rather be your slave than his. Take me from his sight!”


Lillie uttered those words with a wild vehemence of tone, a look of fierce hate, an expression of utter abhorrence of Tutt, which fairly maddened the latter.


“Girl,” he cried, “I will soon be strong, and for every word you have now uttered you shall suffer. Raven Feather will not interfere between you and me.


You are mine—mine as I will, and no fiend from the shades below will rejoice as I in my power, and no one could use it more mercilessly than will I. I loved you once—now I hate you; but I own you, body and soul, and you shall—as the fawn in the hands of the panther—be toyed with, that in the end you may perish miserably. Let the pale-faced dog of a man be cast out in the rain, and there watched over; but place the squaw here by my side!”


The Indians, after a glance from their chief indicating obedience, took Frank Stark away, while poor Lillie, with hands and feet both bound, was placed in a sitting posture on the ground near Tutt and M’Kandlas.


The pelting rain, the bleak wind, told how the storm yet raged without, but it was not headed—nor aught else now—by poor Lillie. Tears had come to her eyes at last, and prayer to her lips.


CHAPTER XX.


For four days after having struck it, across the Missouri border, Buffalo Bill, with a force increased by volunteers to about fifty men, had followed the trail of Alf Coye, and he was again in Kansas, the route of pursued and pursuers tending toward the Rocky Mountains, or that part of them known as the Black Hills.


His force was small in numbers, but it was composed of men whose hearts were filled with hate of the fiends who had burned their houses, insulted and outraged— and in some cases slain—their friends and relatives. The strength of such a force need never be judged by its numbers.


Men fighting for vengeance or justice, and armed with right, are a hundred times stronger than those who, steeped in villainy, have nothing but villainy behind them.


It was not a company with gay uniforms, burnished arms and bright guidons, riding over those grassy plains. No—with plain, dust-covered clothes, arms ready for service but not for show, stern faces and forms that scorned to show fatigue—those men rode on, determined to die or to sweep from the face of the earth the wretches they were after, and to rescue the helpless ones whom they were dragging off to a fate worse than death.


Erect in his saddle, his eyes as bright, clear and strong as those in the head of his wild prairie steed, Powder Face, Buffalo Bill led the way, while here and there, with many a wild jest on his lip, and fun enough in his composition for all hands, rode Wild Bill, sometimes in front and then in the rear, with his Black Nell fully as playful as himself, though for days neither he nor she had had more than four hours’ rest out of twenty-four.


The horses of most of the men were those clean-limbed, wiry mustangs, which will tire a rider far sooner than they tire themselves, but, with few exceptions, the most had been going for the eight days which had elapsed since the party left the stockade on the South Platte, with only about four hours in a day and night for feed and rest, and they began to show it.


Of all the cavalcade there were two horses which seemed, like their riders, to be literally proof against fatigue. Black Nell and Powder Face were the two.


It was late in the afternoon and the trail was freshening, though at least two days, and perhaps three of them, had elapsed since Coye had gone along. But trees, the sure sign of water, were in sight not far ahead, and Bill frequently lifted his glass and scanned the country ahead, for he did not know when his enemy would halt to give his party rest.


He knew well that Coye must be confident of pursuit, for he had done too much damage not to merit it and the most deadly punishment.


All that the bordermen feared was that he would not halt until he got fairly into the mountain range, where defense would not only be more easy, but he would be among the Indians, who, as allies, would fearfully strengthen him against attack.


The distant mountains, snow-crowned, in which the Platte and Republican find their source, were in sight, and well-known peaks whose base was washed by the swift Colorado were within reach of the eye.


“I’d give all the gold I ever had or ever expect to have for a fresh mount of horses,” said Buffalo Bill, as his mate rode up by his side. “You and I are the only two well-mounted men, if we had a race for life before us. Our men are game yet, but I can see their horses beginning to flag. We’ll have to rest all night when we get to water. If we don’t, we’ll not be able to charge out of a walk when we overtake that black-muzzled wretch, Alf Coye.”


“What is that glass of yours good for, Bill?” asked his mate, with a quiet smile on his face.


“Good for a great deal, Bill. I can see the trunks of trees ahead through it, while with the naked eye we can just detect that timber is there,” replied Bill. “My father used to own it, and I wish I had known its value sooner.”


“Thunder! I can see more with my naked eyes than you can through it.”


“Well, think so, if that will do you any good.”


“I can prove it. You are wishing for fresh horses, and yet can’t see ’em though they are close under your nose, for all you are peeking around with your old tell-lie-scope.”


“Where’s your horses?” exclaimed the leader, looking around eagerly.


“Over there to the southward—don’t you see ’em in that hollow plain, this side of the rise?”


“I see buffalo,” said Bill. “There’s no sign of horseflesh among them black humps.”


“Well, shoot your eyes at ’em through the glass,” said Wild Bill, laughing.


“Maybe you’ll change your tune. I’ve been looking at ’em this ten minutes.”


Buffalo Bill carelessly raised his glass, more to satisfy his friend than in a belief there was anything more than game to look at.


But once there he held it, while a flush came over his face, and an exclamation of surprise broke from his lips.


“They are horses,” he said, “and we are not yet in the range for wild horses. I don’t understand it.”


“I do,” said Wild Bill. “The Cheyennes or Ogallala Sioux have been down to the Texas range or somewhere over the border for a drove, and there they are. Those are not wild horses; they’re too quiet and too much together.”


“You’re right, Bill, and we must have ’em, or at least a fresh horse for every man, and we’ve got to be tricky to do it. The Indians have seen us, for they are keeping back in that hollow, so they can’t be very strong.”


“You are right there, mate. But it isn’t likely they’ve run their stock very hard this far from the settlement, and if we tried to go on and take what we wanted, they’d git and go where we couldn’t overtake em.”


“Yes, our way is to creep along slow, so as not to get far from them before dark, and then get back and surprise ’em. By keen work we can get their stock, or what we want of it, and with fresh horses, so we can lead our others, we’ll double our speed.”


“That’s so. Slacken down your pace, and I’ll caution the rest.”


This was done, and when night came on the horses of the party were much rested, for they had crept on at a snail’s gait for the past two hours.


As the moon did not rise till late, Bill had an excellent chance for getting back unobserved with his party, and they were materially assisted as well as encouraged in their movements by the light of camp fires.


For the Indians, supposing the passing party had not observed them, but had gone on where they could get water and good feed, had camped quietly for the night in the bowlders among the low hills.


By a cautious approach, dismounting his men and only leaving a small guard with his tired horses, Bill was enabled, after a couple of hours or more of maneuvering, to completely surround the horses and the Indians taking care of them.


There were only about a dozen of these, it being a mere thieving expedition, and not a war party.


Slowly and still as the panther creeps before it springs, they kept on, until at last, without even a yell, they bounded upon the astonished red men, slaying all, without the loss of a man themselves, or giving scarce any alarm. The surprise was complete. It did not even have the effect of stampeding the horses, and now without difficulty a fresh horse was secured for every man of the party.


The brands on most of them told that they had been stolen, and old saddle galls marked with white hair enabled them to pick those which had already been broken for riding.


With their fresh horses and a led horse for each man, when the day dawned again, the party dashed forward at full speed.


It was such a sight as city men never see, scarcely realize—the close column of stern, sun-browned men speeding over the plains and ridges, halting for nothing, but sweeping forward, with the hot breath of vengeance steaming from their lips.


CHAPTER XXI.


A wild, a grand, a beautiful scene. Mountains, great ragged peaks, covered with stunted foliage, like battered and war-torn giants breathing angry defiance to Heaven, lift their heads up among the clouds—heads whitened with snows which never disappear beneath the genial touch of summer’s hand.


Winding down through deep gulches, bounding in reddish foam over huge bowlders, whirling and circling in shadowed eddies, rushes a mighty river—the Colorado, the great red river of the West.


And close beside it, approached from the east by one of those long, winding canyons, or natural roadways, which seem to have been made only as approaches to the little Edens few and far between to which they reach, was a plain of perhaps a mile in length by half that breadth, as level as a floor, covered with short blue-grass interspersed with miriads of brilliant flowers.


A fringe of trees, mostly willow and cottonwood, grew along the river bank, and up the mountain sides the nut-pine and cedar predominated.


Scattered over this lovely plain was a large herd of horses with a few cattle, while close along the river stretched the lodges of a large Indian village.


Around these were many squaws and children, and a few warriors. The numerous disproportion of the latter could be accounted for in but one way. A great war party was absent on some foray. Only a guard for stock and hunters to keep the village in meat had been left behind.


The village was completely shut in by the mountains, which seemed to be almost if not utterly impassable, though mountain-men who know how to creep along the dark ravine or scale the rugged steep know not what impossibility is in the way of travel.


The one narrow passageway in and out could be defended by a few against the approach of thousands.


And for this reason had Raven Feather, the great war chief of the Ogallala Sioux, chosen it for the chief village of his tribe. For thither their ever-enemies, the brave and warlike Pawnees, would never dare to come. The Apaches of the South, or the Snakes and Shoshones of the North, nor the Utes and Piutes of the West would never risk their warriors in an attack on such a defensive spot as this.


His own lodge, conspicuous for its size, was in the front center of the line, with a tall pole in the front of it to designate the circle where the great councils should be held when the braves met to celebrate a victory or decide upon taking the war-path.


In front of this lodge was seated Ma-no-tee, the Turtle Dove, his favorite wife, to whom all the rest were subservient, and around her at a distance were five other squaws, each of whom called the Raven Feather husband.


But to Ma-no-tee alone did the passing warriors speak or show respect, and she, full as haughty as the proudest of them, received their respect as if it was her due, and not a mere compliment.


Shadows began to lengthen in the valley, for the sun was swiftly moving toward its western cradle, when two Indian warriors were seen coming at full speed up the canyon toward the village.


Ma-no-tee, keen-eyed and vigilant, was the first to see and recognize that they came from the sentinel-post at the further end of the long canyon.


With a wild cry she summoned every warrior in hearing to her side.


Rushing to the chief lodge with their arms in hand, they waited to know the cause of alarm.


“If the enemies of our tribe are near there are not many of the warriors of Ogallala to meet them; but they must not be weak because they are few. Ma-notee is a woman, but a man’s heart beats in her breast. She has a rifle and a hatchet, a knife and war club, and she knows how to use them. We will die, if we must, but we will not turn our backs.”


The warriors gave a wild yell of approval and turned to hear what the messengers had to say who were coming so fast across the plain.


Halting their horses, white with foam, at the very feet of Ma-no-tee, one of the Indians spoke: “There is a friend to Raven Feather? Is he known to the Little Elk?”


“He is—he is a friend of Eagle-Eye, the great brave of the Black Hills,” replied the warrior, Little Elk. “His name is Captain Alf.”


“Then bid him welcome, and let him pass the jaw of the canyon, where the braves of Raven Feather keep their watch. Tell the pale-faced chief that Raven Feather is out on the war-path, but he trusts Ma-no-tee, because she has a warrior’s heart in her bosom, and knows no fear. She will build fires to cook meat for his people; let them come. If they are the friends of Raven Feather they may come and go as they will. If they are his enemies there is room for them in the deep waters of the great river. Ma-no-tee, the Turtle Dove, has spoken. Bear her words to the chief of the pale-faces, and tell him to come.”


The warrior messengers mounted their horses again, and swept back through the canyon as fast as they had come.


The warriors who had gathered at the call of Ma-no-tee, now by her orders built great camp-fires and slew several fat cattle, which in some of his forays had been taken from emigrant trains passing the plains, kept for a time when they had not leisure or inclination to hunt the buffalo.


The sun was fast sinking behind the hills, but the great blazing fires sent out the red light far and near, making the grand old hills and rocks look weird and picturesque in their bold outlines and dense shadows.


CHAPTER XXII.


Ma-no-tee, to set off her tall form to the best advantage, that the guests of Raven Feather might see in his queen something of his own dignity, donned a dress made almost entirely of feathers of the pink flamingo. Upon her head she wore a coronet of gold, rich with rough rubies and opals, brilliant even though uncut.


Over it a single black feather drooped, to show to whom she owed allegiance. She was, for an Indian woman, very handsome. Her features were classical, her form fine, her eyes large and expressive.


In age she was about thirty, but having never been exposed to that drudgery which breaks down Indian women while they are yet young, she did not seem near so old.


Her warriors and attendants were also ordered to put on their best apparel, and make the welcome as imposing as possible when the main strength of the village was absent.


The sun was down, and the shadows of night were black in the ravines, and the gray robe of passing twilight rested on the peaks, when Alf Coye, handsome in his half Indian garb, rode into the valley at the head of his weary column.


It was a long cavalcade, for beside his men, one hundred in number, he had nearly as many poor, unhappy women, mostly young and beautiful, who had been dragged from desolate homes by the wretches whom he commanded.


It was a sad sight to see those pale, drooping captives mourning over their own dreaded fate, weary with long, forced marches, hopeless of rescue, terrified as they look at the mountain gorges through which they were led, uncertain of the doom before them. Oh! it was sad, very sad!


Handsomely mounted, splendidly armed, Captain Alf Coye made a splendid appearance as he dashed forward at the head of his command to make his obeisance to the favorite wife of the great Raven Feather. For he had heard often of her power over that chief and with the tribe, and knew that it was policy to impress her at first sight in his favor.


He addressed her in her own language, which he spoke fluently, but for fear my readers may not be able to read Sioux, I will be their medium to anglicise the conversation.


“The chief of the pale-faces from the river that is muddy thanks Ma-no-tee, the beautiful wife of the great Raven Feather for her welcome. He is glad that she has lighted fires, for he has heard of the great Queen of the Ogallalas, and wished to look upon her face and form!”


“The brave chief of pale-faces speaks pleasant words, and the ear of Ma-no-tee drinks them, even as the notes of a singing bird or the sound of happy waters. Let the great chief choose a camping ground for his people. For himself and his wives, Ma-no-tee has had a new lodge set up near her own.”


And she pointed to a large circular tent made of the gaudily-painted tanned hides of buffalo, with pennons of tufted hair, bright-colored, waving from the lodge poles.


“Ma-no-tee has a big heart. The pale-face chief hopes to hold a little corner in it, for he loves to see a woman who is not a slave, but is brave and free and proud and beautiful. Will the wife of Raven Feather wear a gift from the hand of her husband’s friend, which will tell her what all others may see, that she is very, very, beautiful?”


Alf Coye, as he said this, took from his own neck a golden chain to which was suspended a small, circular mirror, framed in gold, and threw the massive chain over the neck of the Indian woman.


Her bright eyes flashed as she raised the mirror and looked in it. And she threw on him a glance which told him that from thence on she would be his friend, if not indeed more affectionate than mere friendship would evince.


The party of Coye had now all come up, and waited his orders in regard to camping.


These were speedily given. They were to pitch their tents, or the few tents they had, directly in front of his own lodge and but a hundred yards away. The camp-fires already built were to serve for their cooking, and meat in abundance already hung around them on poles set by the warriors of Ma-no-tee.


“Where are the wives of the great captain, whom I shall call Silver-Voice from this time forward?” asked Ma-no-tee, addressing Coye.


“Silver-Voice, as you kindly call him, has never taken a wife,” replied Coye.


The eyes of Ma-no-tee gleamed pleasantly as she heard those words. But a cloud came over their brightness as he added: “But he has some fair prisoners, and among them there is one whom he means to make his bride. He has had no time to woo her since she has been in his power, and it is not likely he will stand on much ceremony now. Here is his choice.”


And he pointed to poor Lottie, who, clinging to her mother, stood where both had dismounted from their horses.


Kitty Muldoon, looking as if she would like to do some scratching and biting, stood just behind her.


“There is your home for the present. Take your child in there and remain until I make a change, if you would not suffer more than you have already,” said Coye, addressing Lottie’s mother, and pointing to the new lodge.


Without a reply the latter moved toward the lodge. Kitty Muldoon also followed.


“Stop, girl! You belong to my lieutenant, Hubert Stanley, and he must find quarters for you,” cried Coye roughly, to Kitty.


“May the divil take wings and fly away wid you and your liftenant, you big bla’guard. It’s not meself that will be parted from me mistress, an’ now you hear it.”


And Kitty bravely strode on after those whom she loved so faithfully.


“Halt! when I bid you, or it will be the worse for you!” said Coye angrily, and he clutched her by the shoulder and jerked her fairly around facing him.


“Is that ye gave, ye big coward? I tould ye once before not to lay the weight of yer dirty fist on me. Take that, you mane spalpeen!”


And Kitty with a strength that seemed wonderful, struck him two fearful blows directly between the eyes. The first staggered him, the second sent him reeling and senseless to the ground.


The eyes of Ma-no-tee flashed with anger, as well as surprise.


“The white squaw shall lose her life, for she struck the face of Silver-Voice.”


And she called to a warrior near by to step forward and carry out her will.


But as the Indian but too willingly sprung toward the poor girl, Hubert Stanley interfered, and hurling the warrior back, cried out:


“The girl is mine, and no one shall harm her. Captain Coye had no business to lay hands on her, and if he wants a mutiny in camp, just let him try to interfere with the rights of others.”


Stanley was angry, for he had really become attached to the girl, though he had been but little in her company since they had been on the march, and had learned to look upon her as his own, or to be so whenever the party came to a resting place.


“Sure, sir, if ye value the life ye’d save the worth of a bawbee, let me go wid the mistress!” pleaded poor Kitty, looking at Stanley with streaming eyes.


“Go with her for the present. I have no fitting place fixed up to take you to at any rate, just now,” said the lieutenant.


And as the three females passed out of sight into the lodge, the lieutenant turned and lifted his captain to his feet.


The eyes of the latter, fearfully swelling, were already “in mourning,” for no pugilist hitting straight from the shoulder could have done the work better than Kitty in her fierce indignation had done it.


“Silver-Voice has been struck in the camp of Ma-no-tee. The squaw who struck him should have died. But the friend of Silver-Voice put back the warrior when Ma-no-tee told him to take vengeance for the blow.”


Alf Coye heard the words of Ma-no-tee, but he could not see her, for his vision was closed.


“It was not necessary that she should die. Death is for men,” said he. “There is a harder fate than death for her to meet. He whom you call Silver-Voice never forgives, nor does he ever forget. Let not Ma-no-tee feel bad because I have met this insult in her camp, for it did not come from her people. Hubert, take me into the lodge, get some raw meat and put over my eyes, and I will soon have my sight back again. That girl of yours needs taming, and if you don’t tame her I will.”


“I’d advise you to keep your hands off from her in the trial,” said Hubert quietly, as he led Coye into the lodge and showed him a pile of buffalo robes on which to recline; “for she handles herself about as well as the best man I ever saw. Two blows laid you on the grass, and if I had been within ten feet instead of three rods off, they were given so quick I could never have stopped her.”


“Well, she shall pay for it yet. Now go and see to the camp. There is no need of posting sentinels here. The outpost at the mouth of the great canyon through which we came is enough. Let the men eat and drink and rest. I shall not move out of here for a month. I am going to rest and to enjoy a honeymoon, and you can do the same.”


“Suppose our trail is followed? We have done enough work in the settlements to rouse the whole section along the borders.”


“Let them follow. We are here in the very heart of the Rocky Mountains. The passes through which we came are known to few of the best scouts on the plains, and with twenty men we can hold these passes against a thousand. Our Indian allies are on the alert, and no foe can approach without our being made aware of it long before they are near. Let nothing trouble your mind, Hubert. Here we are safe, and here I mean to revel as I have never done before. It is a grand old place, this nest among the eternal hills and deep gorges. What music in the rush of mad waters as they sweep through the wild glens and over the great cliffs. With that and the gentler tones of fair women, whom we will soon tame down to quiet obedience, we can enjoy ourselves as the free lords of forests and plains and of hills and valleys should. Where is your flask, Hubert? I am hot and thirsty.”


“Water, cool from the rushing river, is far better for you now, captain, than a draught from my flask.”


“Fury, man; do you think I need water now? No—give me something stronger than that to feel instead of cooling the fire that runs through every vein as I think of the future. Water will do when I can’t get anything else.”


The lieutenant handed him his flask and left the lodge.


CHAPTER XXIII.


The red sun sank behind the cold, white peaks of the mountains which overhang the Colorado, and with it almost sank the hopes of Buffalo Bill—the hope, I mean, of rescuing his dear mother and his sister Lottie.


Little did he dream that Lillie was again in the hands of his enemies, much less that, even then, one twin was almost as near to him as the other.


Though, by the exceeding freshness of the trail, he knew he was very close to the party of Alf Coye, he saw that they must have gained the mountain range, for the set of sun found him within three or four leagues of their base.


There, with rocks, sheltering ravines, a thousand ramparts everywhere, the wretches could make easy defense. Only stratagem could dislodge them; only cunning could release their unhappy captives.


Most likely, too, they were among Indian allies, for well did the young borderman know that in these hills were their secure retreats, their villages and camps, to which they retreated when they left the hunt or the war-path.


“Men,” said he, as he ordered a halt, “we must rest a bit somewhere before we go in where blood has got to run like water, and it may as well be here. We’ve water in our canteens for ourselves, and the dewy grass will help our animals. And, while you rest, I will ride on and see how things look ahead. One thing is sure, they can’t go beyond the Colorado, and our journey westward is nigh to an end.”


“Mate, it’s me that is goin’ in there on a scout!” said Wild Bill. “You needn’t fix for a jaw now, for I will go. And we shouldn’t both leave the party at once, for we two are the only ones of ’em all who know the country hereabouts. I know every inch of the ground ahead of us. Raven Feather, the big Ogallala chief, has his haunt in there. I know pretty nigh where it is, and I’ll be cool. You can’t, if you see them that is dearer than life to you, in their trouble. Come now, I must go.”


“Can’t we both go?” said Buffalo Bill. “I know there’s peril, and we’ve swam the same stream too long to be parted when danger’s about.”


“No. As I said before, it isn’t right for us both to be away from the party,” said Bill. “Me and Black Nell can do the work. So, good-night, mate. I’ll be back long afore it’s time for you to stir.”


The gallant fellow did not wait for any more argument, but calling his horse to his side with a shrill whistle, sprang on her back and darted away.


He had been gone but a little while when Buffalo Bill, who had wandered thoughtfully away from the place of bivouac a short distance, heard faintly, but distinctly, the sound of a bugle. His heart bounded wildly in his breast, for he recognized the well-known notes of the “Tattoo,” or the turning-in call of the United States cavalry. And he knew that no small party would use bugle-calls and the forms of regular marches and camps.


“There’s help nigh!” he cried, in wild, exuberant joy, as he bounded back to his party. “We’ll wipe out the enemy and their red friends now. I heard a call that none but the United States troops use, and there’s a camp not far away. I must go and see who is in it, and if they’ll help us. If they will, we’ll root the devils out of yon mountain range, if there are a thousand of ’em. Stay here in quiet, and if Wild Bill comes back before I do, tell him where I’ve gone, and to hold on till I get back. Here, Powder Face! Here, you insect-lightnin’, you’re wanted.”


The Insect, at the call of his name, trotted up to his master, who, without waiting for saddle or bridle, sprang on his back, and dashed away at full speed to the north, for from that direction the bugle sounds had come.


The men, with both leaders gone, huddled together and talked anxiously about the situation. They knew that a crisis was at hand, and that a struggle for life and the rescue of loved ones must take place before many hours went by.


Their tired animals fed from the rich dewy grass which grew around and rested for long, forced marches, even with frequent changes on the extra animals, had told on their powers.


The men ate sparingly of their cooked meat, for even that was getting short. They had not had time to hunt.


CHAPTER XXIV.


Unerring in all natural instincts, as keen in hearing as in sight, Buffalo Bill knew to a mile almost in the gentle breeze of that evening how far away the bugler was who blew the notes that reached his ear; also, the precise direction. In this he rode swiftly for nearly half an hour, and then, checking his horse, he listened. He thought that he might catch some sound from the camp; and he did so. The clear notes of “Benny Haven, O!” a song as dear to our army officers as the Marsellaise to a Frenchman reached his ears, and he knew that some West Pointer was giving the air, while a ringing chorus following told that a lively set of officers were making the welkin ring.


Bill rode on more cautiously now, for he did not know where their sentinels and pickets might be posted, and he knew from experience that soldiers throw lead as if it cost nothing when they fancy Indians are about.


Rising over a small ridge he came in sight of the encampment, and from the number of tents and baggage wagons, knew that there was a full battalion, if not more, in the party.


And now Bill thought he would show them what could be done by a white man, and what Indians, if around, would be very apt to do.


Dismounting, he led Powder Face into a little hollow.


“Stay there, little lightnin’, stay there, my insect, till I come back,” said he, and Powder Face nodded his head knowingly, proof, of course, that he would obey orders.


Bill now turned toward the camp-fires of the detachment again, and stooping low in the tall grass, holding his long rifle at a trail, he moved swiftly, silently on.


Soon he came in sight of a picket guard of two men, with horses picketed close by them. By a short detour he passed them, and then another guard, and in a few minutes was inside of all the sentinels.


Approaching a fire in front of a large marquee, but crouching low in the grass and keeping in the shade of some wagons, he came so near that he recognized several of the officers, and knew them to belong to the gallant Fifth cavalry. The principal singer was Captain Brown (now a major), and with him Bill had enjoyed many a lively ride and hunt over the plains.


The captain was a noble, fine-looking soldier, and by the respect paid him, was evidently in command of the battalion.


Bill crept on till he could hear every word said by ten or a dozen young officers seated around him.


“Cap, suppose the noise we’ve made should bring down some of the Sioux or Cheyennes on us, for we’re in their range?” old Sim Geary said.


“Well, if they came down on us, we’d come down on them with a dose of blue pills from our carbines, and that would be all. A good Indian fight here would give us an appetite for the enemy we shall meet when we get over the Missouri border.


I’m sick of garrison life outside of all creation, where a stray squaw is a luxury to look at, and a white angel only a thing to dream of.”


“Do you ever dream of angels, cap?” asked Dr. Nettles, a young surgeon, who had been engaged in looking over and wiping dry a set of instruments.


“Yes, often,” said the captain. “There was a golden-hair divinity at the Academy who so wove herself into my life that I find myself dreaming of her very often. I promised her when I came out West to take and save a scalp for her, and if I don’t take the scalp of a red man, I mean to save my own for her.”


“Cap’n, do them Southerners do any scalpin’?”


It was old Sim Geary, the guide and scout, who asked the question, as he half raised his buckskin-clad form from before the fire.


The captain had no time to answer, for at that instant, right in their ears, so close that it seemed to be among them, rang a wild, frightful war-whoop. Not one alone, but a dozen terrible yells, which brought every man and officer in the camp to his feet but one.


That one was old Geary, the guide and scout, who never moved, but lay with a grim smile relaxing the generally stern features of his sun-browned face.


“To arms! Indians! To arms, every man!” shouted the young captain, drawing the saber that lay at his feet. “Geary, what the devil are you laughing at?”


“Nothin’ much, cap, only such an Injun as gave that yell never made me narvous. It is good imitation, though, and it would make anybody but an old mountaineer hop as you did just now.”


“An imitation? I might have known it, for an Indian’s blow would have come as soon as his yell,” said Brown.


“That is a fact, cap’n, but if your boys in blue don’t keep a better look-out, reds will come in on you and wipe you out while you’re dreaming of that golden-haired angel at West Point!” cried Buffalo Bill, stepping boldly forth into the circle of light.


“Buffalo Bill, by the chances of war!” cried the captain. “I’m glad to see you.”


“Not half so glad as I am to see you, cap, with all these boys about you, if so be you’ll help me in a little matter of work that I’ve got close at hand.”


“Work—what is it, Bill?”


“The whole story is too long to tell, cap, but the short of it is this. We are within two or three hours’ ride of a hundred Missouri bushwhackers, who have got many helpless women prisoners, among them my own dear mother and one of my sisters. Alone, I should have tried to rescue them, if I went under while trying. But if you’ll help me, I know I can succeed. Yes, sir, united—for I have fifty as good men, regular rangers, as ever drew trigger—we can rid the earth of every rascal of the lot. Will you help me, sir?”


“Of course I will, Bill. You know I never turn from friendship’s call, or allow an enemy to cast a shadow on my path without resenting it.”


“That’s so, cap. And now, since I’ve seen you, I’ll ride back to my men, about five or six miles south of here, and let them know where you are. By that time maybe Wild Bill will be back from his scout, and we’ll know what to do.”


“Is Wild Bill with you? Then you and him are worth fifty men,” cried the captain.


“We are but two, but we know how to throw lead,” was Bill’s quiet reply, as he gave a sharp, low whistle.


In an instant Powder Face came galloping into camp, and at a second call halted in front of his master.


“Cap,” said Bill, as he shouldered his long rifle and leaped on the animal’s back, “in all the kingdom of horses, above or below or all around, you can’t find a match for this insect. He is lightnin’ after buffalo, two gales of wind biled down into one on a race, and he don’t like niggers, red nor black. He knows more’n most men, and does better than them, for he keeps it all to himself. But—there’s Wild Bill’s yell—caution your pickets not to fire; he’s coming with news, or he wouldn’t yell that way.”


Orders were instantly sent out, and only in time, for the next moment Wild Bill dashed into camp, with Black Nell snowy with foam-flakes.


CHAPTER XXV.


Black Nell, with her wild rider, dashed up so close to the grouped officers that most of them sprang back, thinking she would go right over them; but, at a word, without even the touch of a bridle-rein, she stopped, rearing so that, with her fore feet in the air, she was settled back on her haunches. Her rider slipped to the ground, and looking about him saw many faces that he recognized among the officers, and one that he seemed better pleased with than all the others, except the brother of his heart—Buffalo Bill.


That one was Geary, the scout and guide.


“Sim,” he cried, before uttering a word to any one else, “have you ever been in the village of old Raven Feather?”


“Yes, twice—both times as a prisoner, when they had only saved my life and hair for a roastin scrape. I never want to go there again. I got away, they never knew how, but they thought the devil helped me, I suppose, for they’ve got a name for me. They call me ‘the Man with Wings.’ We’re not twenty miles from the village now.”


“Not twenty? No—fifteen will measure the distance if you don’t stretch it. But that is neither here nor there. We’ve got to get to that village, and that as sudden as springin’ a trap. And if Cap’n Brown backs out helpin’ his old friends in this scrape, I’ll turn Injun and take soft hair every chance I get as long as I live.”


“What have you seen, Bill—what have you seen?” asked Buffalo Bill; and his pale face, tremulous lip, with the earnest, almost imploring look of his full blue eye, told how anxiously he waited for the answer.


“I’ve not seen your mother, nor Lottie, and Kitty Muldoon,” said Bill. “But they are in there, for Alf Coye has gone through the big canyon to the village. But I did see poor Lillie, riding behind old Raven Feather himself, and Jake M’Kandlas and Dave Tutt are in the party. So is poor Frank Stark, painted with black streaks— and you know what that means.”*


“Yes, they will burn him if we don’t hinder it. And that I’d do, if I had to go alone to put a bullet through his heart from my rifle and die myself. Captain Brown, will you let my mother and sisters suffer worse than death at the hands of those fiends incarnate?”


And Buffalo Bill’s face was white as snow when he spoke, not with fear, for that has never entered his system.


“No, Bill,” cried the brave officer, “no. I will risk everything for their rescue. You scouts must plan now, and plan quick, too, for we have no time to lose. If they do not know we are near we may surprise them. A surprise is equal to a defeat, were they treble our number—for Indians never stand in such a case, if they can get away.”


“They mustn’t get away; they must be wiped out. I owe ’em a big bill, and it has got to be canceled, as you folks with larnin’ say,” cried Sim Geary, now on his feet in earnest.


“How are we to do it?” asked Wild Bill. “The mouth of the canyon, with a big guard already there, is so narrow that not more than three can ride in abreast. The cliffs either side are a thousand feet high.”


“Yes, nearer two thousand,” said Sim, “and that will be all the better for us.”


“As how?” asked Wild Bill.


“Because, when we’ve got them packed in that canyon, as we will have ’em by-and-by, ten or fifteen men up there, rolling down rocks as the Mormon saints used to with Johnson’s army, when you and I scouted to Echo canyon, will do more damage than all these men can with their carbines!”


“But how will you get ’em there?” asked Buffalo Bill.


“As easy as eatin’ rattlesnake when you’ve nothin’ better to chaw on. Captain Brown must make an open attack in front, keeping his men back far enough not to lose while he makes a heap of noise about it. A picked party of men must get to the top of the hill overhangin’ the canyon before daylight, and not be seen when daylight comes till it is time to roll rocks. Out on the plains they’ll not come to attack the troops, for you’ll corral your horse-stock with the wagons, and have the last ready for a breastwork, and they’ll be careful not to come too nigh. While all this is goin’ on, and it don’t need any of us in front, we three old bordermen, with the party that Buffalo Bill bosses, will get behind ’em, come down on their rear after we’ve got their captives safe; and, if we don’t finish ’em then, I’m willin’ to eat dirt!”


“But how are we to get to their rear?” asked Buffalo Bill.


“No one but the ‘Man with Wings’ knows, and he will lead the way,” said Sim, quietly. “And now, Captain Brown, if you’ll understand the thing and move your command to the front of the canyon—you’ll know it by two great red cliffs jutting right up two thousand feet in the air from the plains—we scouts will do the rest.”


“When shall I show myself in front and open fire?” asked Brown.


“Just as soon as you have light to see to do it. We don’t want to give the devils in there any time to do any deviltry after day comes on; and if you attract their attention, we will soon give ’em all they want to do. Pick your men for the heights, and let Sergeant Hill lead ’em, for I’ve seen him in the hills before. He is an old hand; he was with Sumner’s Rifles at Ash Hollow when we wiped out three hundred Cheyennes in thirty minutes! Life on that day wasn’t worth a drink o’ whiskey to a red!”


“We will move at once,” said Captain Brown.


“And without sound of bugle. Remember, gentlemen, and be quick in mounting your commands.”


“Make as much noise after daylight in front as you like,” said Geary, starting for his own horse. “Come, Bill, you and your men have got to ride fast to reach the point where we will leave our horses. I know that no plan but mine can save the captives, for they’d kill them at any rate, whether we conquered or not, if we didn’t get them in our hands before they’ve time to do it.”


The two border leaders required no urging to make haste, but the moment he was mounted, sped away with him at the top speed of their horses.


And in less than half an hour, with all the Kansas men in close column, the spare horses now left behind, they swept away to another gorge in the hills north of the Great Canyon, which led to the village of Raven Feather.


CHAPTER XXVI.


A painter of the Salvator Rosa school, fond of black shadows contrasting with glaring lights, could have found a “study” inside the lodge which had been erected by Ma-no-tee, for the use of Alf Coye, or “Silver Voice,” as she called him.


When the night’s dense darkness came on, a huge lamp, stuck on a post in the center of the lodge, filled with fish-oil, which sent out a sickening odor, was lighted. It flickered and flashed, but revealed the three hapless women crouched in one corner, pale, wretched beyond the power of words to paint, and Alf Coye stretched out in the other with a great bandage over the eyes which brave Kitty Muldoon had so effectually closed.


In low whispers, Mrs. Cody and her daughter and Kitty talked, but low as they spoke, some of their words reached the keen ears of the fiend in human shape in the other corner.


They were talking of self-destruction, for hope had left their poor hearts, and death is not, to a brave woman, the worst fate in life or the hardest to endure.


A harsh laugh grated on their ears. It came from the lips of Alf Coye.


“If you’re so anxious to die, death shall come soon enough,” he cried; “but not in your own way. My red friends like tragic amusements, but they want to share in them and to afford the music. I will see that you wait for death until the proper time comes.”


“You’ll see, will you, ye dirty bla’guard,” cried Kitty. “Faith, it’ll be eyes you’ll have to borry to do it with, if I get at you again. I’ll have ’em out instead of shuttin’ ’em up, if you don’t kape your ugly mouth shut. It’s my belafe that you were niver born at all, at all, but was dug out from among Satan’s castaways below.”


“I’ll pay you for this, you she-devil,” cried Coye, grinding his teeth together in his anger. “You shall dance on hot coals to the music of a hundred warriors.”


“Sure an’ that’ll not be like the chance that’s waitin’ for you, you ugly haythen. It’s ould Satan will give you the cead mil failthe down below, wid all for a ball-room and yer own groans for music. An’ maybe he’s comin’ for ye now—it sounds like it.”


Several wild, shrill yells heard from outside caused the last remark of Kitty.


And while they were yet ringing through the night air, Ma-no-tee, queenly in her wild finery and lofty stature, came into the lodge.


“Let the heart of Silver Voice be glad,” she said.


“His friend, the great Raven Feather, is close at hand. He comes with many scalps and with prisoners. When the sun looks down to-morrow it will see a good sight. The braves of our tribe are all here. Their squaws will be glad. The great fires will be lighted, and the dance of victory and the scalp-dance will be danced. And if any of our braves have been sent to the happy hunting grounds by the hands of the pale-faces, we will send pale-faces there on the wings of fire to wait on them and serve them as their slaves. Are the words of Ma-no-tee pleasant to the ears of Silver Voice?”


“Her words are as the music of a sweet singing bird in his ears,” said Coye. “When Raven Feather comes, ask him to enter the lodge of his guest, who is sorry he cannot see him with his eyes to-night. But he will talk with him.”


“It is well. Ma-no-tee will meet Raven Feather and carry to him the words of Silver Voice.”


The Indian woman cast one scornful, haughty glance on the poor prisoners, and, turning, strode away.


In her heart there was not one womanly instinct of tenderness and sympathy—in truth, much as the writer has been among the “noble aboriginals,” he has not been able to find anything of that nature except in books regarding them.


He hopes the Quaker commission may bring about a millennium among the Red men, but his faith on that point is very weak indeed.


But a few moments passed, and the shouting and yelling grew louder all the time, when Raven Feather entered the lodge.


He did not come alone. Clutched by the arm he led poor Lillie as if he feared that, escaping from his grasp, she might rush to destruction in the water of the river so near at hand—the waters that spoke so loudly in their angry rush through the confining channel of the rock-bound gorge.


One wild, glad cry, and tearing herself from his grasp she was in the arms of her mother.


“Mother, daughter, sister.”


These were the holy words sobbed out in what may be called the glad agony of their suffering hearts, for with death and misery before and around them, they were at least together once more to meet it.


Even that cold, murderous Indian, who could smile while he wrenched the quivering heart from the breast of a yet living enemy—even that cowardly, murderous white man who could burn peaceful homes and drag into captivity worse than death innocent and helpless women—even they were for a moment silent— dumb. Heaven alone knows from what impulse, for Heaven gives impulses which mortal nature cannot fathom.


Weeping and sobbing, murmuring low words meant for comfort where comfort could not come, the four women now clung together, while Raven Feather, who did not at first understand it, now began to comprehend that he had brought a daughter to a mother and a sister to a sister in captivity—that he had three of the nearest relatives of the dreaded Buffalo Bill in his power.


“My friend, Captain Alf, heap sick! Pale-face squaw hurt his eyes. Is it so? For Ma-no-tee, who calls him Silver Voice, has spoken to Raven Feather.”


“It is. I am blind. But by to-morrow it will have passed away. A still night with my medicine, and I shall be well,” replied Coye to the chief.


“Then Raven Feather will leave him to his rest. To-morrow will be a big day in the village of Raven Feather. When the sun looks up over the hill-tops, he will call his braves together, and our pale-faced friends shall see the scalp-dance, and hear the songs of victory. We have a prisoner whom Eagle-Eye wishes to torture. The pale-faces shall see the red fire drink his blood while he weeps like a woman! It will be a great day in the village of Raven Feather, and the heart of my brother will be glad.”


“Yes; for I too have a work of vengeance to carry out,” said Coye, bitterly. “Let me rest, that I may regain my sight and be strong once more. And let these women talk together this night, for it is their last night of peace and quiet on earth.”


“Raven Feather has heard, and the wish of his brother shall be done. Good-night.”


CHAPTER XXVII.


The sun rises alike for the rich and the poor, and with its great glaring eye, views the wicked as well as the good, the hideous as well as the beautiful things of earth.


And rising over the white cliffs which to the east overhung the village of Raven Feather, it looked down on a wild, strange scene.


From the gray of dawn “life” had been moving about the valley, and in the camp of the white as well as the red men.


Hasty was the meal that was taken, for there was something more gratifying to savage minds in preparation; something to come off which aroused their wild passions to a frenzy of anticipation.


The Indians gloated in imagination over the pleasure of dancing around the stake of torture and seeing victims writhe in the death-agony unmercifully prolonged. The white men, full of hate and malice, were worse a thousand times than the red fiends, for they had known good through civilization, and were evil from their own wicked inclinations and not through ignorance.


When the sun rose, the preparations for torturing the chief victim were almost completed. In front of the lodge of Alf Coye a large post had been set, and near it dry fuel lay in a huge heap, ready to ignite when all was arranged.


The warriors of Raven Feather in their war-paint, gaudiest robes, wildest guise, gathered near. The white men, filthy and repulsive to a greater degree than the red men, lounged around, for they were not under that discipline which insures neatness of attire and cleanliness of person as in the army.


The beating of the great war drum of the camp by the prophet of the tribe was the signal for assembly, and when it sounded there was a hurrying from all quarters toward the great circle.


Foremost came Raven Feather, carrying a lance, ornamented with the many scalps taken by himself in battle. Then, assisted by a stout warrior on either side, Jake M’Kandlas, grim, gaunt and grizzly, and Dave Tutt, pale and thin, but fierce and hateful in every glance.


The frequent application of raw meat to the eyes Alf Coye during the night had so lessened the inflammation that he could see out of them, though hideous dark rings encircled them yet. He, too, strode forth, ready to enjoy the horrible work in contemplation.


At a shrill yell from the lips of Raven Feather, another of our characters was brought to view.


It was Frank Stark, with his hands securely bound, but his feet free, so that he walked erect between the two warriors selected to guard him.


His face was flushed, and a look of angry defiance marked it. He felt that he was to die—he had no earthly hope of deliverance now, no chance for escape, but he did not mean that they should triumph over any weakness in him. He would endure turture without a groan, die without a single weak, useless plea for mercy.


His eye flashed as he was led past the white leaders, but he did not speak. He walked without guidance directly to the stake which by its paint and preparations around it he well knew was meant for him.


Quickly he was bound to it, and then a few loose fagots were cast about his feet. They did not mean to hurry his death.


The great drum again sounded, first in slow beats and then faster, as, led by Raven Feather, the red warriors began to make the circuit of the circle.


Faster and faster beat the drum—yell after yell now pealed out from the lips of the red fiends, who boasting of their deeds, rushed wildly around the captive, brandishing their spears and knives and flashing the weapons before his eyes as if at each pass they meant to bury them in his body.


“See the pale-face tremble,” cried Raven Feather. “He has the shape of a man, but the heart of a squaw. We will roast his body and feed our dogs with his heart. See how he trembles.”


“Raven Feather is a liar!” thundered Frank, determined, if possible, to excite him so that by an angry blow he would save him from torture. “The captive scorns and spits at him. It is Raven Feather who is a coward. He takes prisoners when they sleep and have no strength to resist him. His captive defies him and his slaves, both red and white, and will not tremble.”


“He shall. He shall cry like a baby that is whipped. Light the fires and warm the feet of the pale-face!” shouted the chief, his eyes glaring red with anger.


A warrior brought a blazing brand and threw it among the dry fagots at the feet of poor Frank.


Again the drum beat fast and loud, and the dance of doom went on. The fagots caught and the blaze began to curl up about the straight limbs of the victim.


“Ha! The fire laughs at the feet of the pale-face. Now see him tremble,” shouted Raven Feather in wicked glee.


A defiant smile was on the face of Frank Stark, when a piercing scream broke on every ear, and the next instant, Lillie, her face white as snow, her hair all loose over her shoulders and flying out on the wind, rushed through the yelling circle, closely followed by her mother, Lottie, and Kitty Muldoon.


With her own hands, Lillie tore away the burning fagots from about the prisoner’s form, while the Indians, silent for the instant, stood aghast at her frenzied look.


What Raven Feather or the rest would have done to her or those by her side for this interruption may not be known, for suddenly, with no warning, a sound came rolling up the canyon which in a second changed everything.


Not like the roll of pealing thunder, but sharp, quick and crashing, leaping in loud echoes from cliff to cliff, and peak to peak of the everlasting hills, came the report of a cannon. It was the field-piece belonging to the cavalry train.


For a few seconds every warrior was dumb, still as a bronze statue, in surprise. Not even the hand with the uplifted hatchet fell—not a man moved.


Alf Coye was first to break the spell of silence. And before he spoke, the rattle of small arms and the yells of fighting men far down the gorge were heard.


“To the mouth of the canyon,” he shouted. “To the mouth of the canyon, every man, red and white. There are regulars in that attack, or there wouldn’t be cannon. If they get through the gorge we’re whipped. Follow, men—follow!”
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