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A bby ran as fast as her short legs would propel her, through 
brush that scratched her face and her faded gingham 
dress. Her long red braids flopped against her back, her 

worn shoes were little protection against the desert rocks. But she 
had to keep running. To stop was to die, or worse. Her mother’s ter-
rified whisper echoed over and over in her mind.

“Run, Abby! Run like the wind until you are far away, then hide! 
Don’t come back until after dark. Promise me!”

“I pr…promise!” the confused ten year old said, then, when her 
mother told her to, she slipped from under their wagon and ran, 
leaving behind the sound of guns firing, of chilling war cries, and 
pounding hooves.

Her heart was pounding so fiercely she couldn’t have heard the 
sound of pursuit, yet she sensed it. She could almost feel the whip 
of an arrow into her back, expecting at any moment to be felled. 
Instinct made her switch directions often, using the tall brush to 
conceal herself.

Ahead of her, she saw her only hope, a large clump of mesquite. 
A tiny opening in the lowest branches told her it was used by the 
wild desert animals. At this moment no fear of animals could equal 
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her terror of the painted warriors who had swooped down on the 
wagon train.

Abby had heard whispered stories about what the Indians did to 
those who survived an attack to be taken prisoner. She didn’t want 
to spend the rest of her days as an Indian slave, if indeed the war-
riors permitted her to live.

She was at the end of her endurance, her knees turning to 
rubber, her lungs burning with each labored breath. Diving at 
the opening, she wiggled on her belly as the sharp thorns of the 
mesquite ripped her dress and scratched deep into her arms. 
She barely felt the pain, heard only the war cries of the warrior 
tracking her.

Terror drove her deep into the clump until she reached the 
trunk of the tree and the bare sandy area that surrounded it. There 
she huddled, shaking, panting, and unaware of the tears streaking 
her face. She listened to the sounds of a horse circling the mes-
quite, the frustrated cries of the savage.

If not for this sanctuary the warrior would surely have caught 
her, yet she still didn’t know if she was safe or if he would find a 
way to penetrate the thorns and drag her out. Smothering her sobs 
in her torn skirt, she was like a terrified animal. The long, razor 
sharp thorns of the mesquite kept her enemy from following. She 
could hear him trying to fit through the same small opening she 
had used, could hear the harsh sound of his breathing, the snarl of 
anger when thorns ripped his flesh.

Time ceased to have any meaning. She kept her face buried 
in her skirt, too terrified to see if the savage would reach her. 
Eventually she was aware of silence. Her breathing slowed but she 
was afraid to move, afraid he was out there, waiting.

Animals searching for the coolness just below the surface had 
dug out the sand at the base of the tree. Abby burrowed down into 
that coolness, her throat parched from the desert heat and from 
running. Her thirst grew stronger with each minute that passed. 
She prayed for darkness. She prayed to awaken and find herself 

back at her uncle’s farm, the smell of biscuits baking, the sounds of 
her cousins setting off to do their chores.

She tried not to think about her parents still at the circle of 
wagons. The force of Indians who attacked was so large the settlers 
were badly outnumbered. They’d been warned that a renegade 
band often came up from Mexico to attack poorly protected wagon 
trains. Inexperience on the part of their leader caused a delay in 
forming a tight circle. By the time they were ready to make a stand 
the Indians were all around them, their blood-curdling cries send-
ing shivers down the spine of the bravest men. As long as Abby was 
praying, she prayed for a miracle.

Darkness came. Abby had listened to the clucking of the quail 
for quite some time. There was no alarm in their chatter. Finally it 
was thirst and hunger that drove her from her shelter.

In the darkness she hoped she could find her way back. Her 
mother wouldn’t let the wagons go on without her.

The silence was eerie. Now and then came the rustle of a night 
creature scurrying away at her approach. The screech of an owl 
brought terrifying visions of gruesomely painted warriors swoop-
ing down, until she realized it was a familiar sound. Her relieved 
sigh sounded loud in her ears. She listened for the familiar sound 
of voices. Samuel Walker, their wagon boss, had a booming voice 
that lashed the inexperienced drivers to keep up the pace. Right 
now, even the complaining voice of Jake Talbot would be like music. 
Nothing was ever to his liking. It was either too hot or too cold. He 
was too far back in the train, or too close to the front.

The smell of smoke first alerted Abby that she was close, but it 
was the silence that made her cautious. Tall brush kept her from 
seeing very far in front of her, and the faint moonlight was just 
enough for her to make out the large hazards. She moved without a 
sound, slowly, step by step.

There was no warning when she stepped into the open and 
surveyed the smoldering ruins of the wagons. Bodies were strewn 
around the burned out hulks. Her gaze turned away from the 
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bloody, hairless heads. She couldn’t even cry, her shock went be-
yond tears.

Even before she located her wagon, she held no hope. She would 
not have her miracle. Her beautiful, blonde mother lay in the sand. 
The bullet wound in her temple told Abby it was her father who 
chose not to let her be taken captive. An arrow protruded from his 
back as he lay sprawled beside his wife, like lovers in an embrace.

At least they had been spared the scalping knives. For a long 
time she stared at them, willing them to move, willing them to be 
alive. Finally, realizing others might have survived, she began a 
search, counting the families and the children. Finding dead chil-
dren was the worst part, but equally frightening was the inescap-
able fact some of the women and children were missing. A shudder 
shook her slender body knowing how close she had come to sharing 
that fate.

It was obvious some of the men had survived long enough to 
be taken captive, then slowly killed in the savage’s brutal form of 
torture. She couldn’t bear to go near them, but couldn’t escape the 
scent of blood and death that lingered in the air. A smell she would 
never erase from her mind.

Once she completed the grisly inspection, finding no one left 
alive, she began to search for food and water. The water barrels on 
each wagon had been smashed and burned. Any food supplies not 
taken by the savages had not escaped the fires.

Her toe bumped something in the sand. Reaching down she 
uncovered a canteen, buried in the scuffle. A quick shake told her 
it was nearly empty. There was just enough to slake her thirst for the 
moment, but she slung it around her body anyway. Her mind was 
already preparing her for the task of survival.

The scorching heat of the day had turned to bitter cold. 
Wrapping her arms around herself was meager relief. A smashed 
trunk that escaped the fire produced some boys’ breeches and sev-
eral shirts that would fit her. She shed her tattered dress and slipped 
into the unaccustomed warmth of long pants and a long-sleeved 

shirt. A small, rough blanket would serve to carry anything else she 
could salvage.

She felt like a ghoul as she searched among the dead boys for 
shoes that would fit her. Her own would never survive even a day in 
this rugged terrain. Robbing the dead seemed like a sin, and brief-
ly she wondered if she wanted to live at all. Wouldn’t it be much 
easier to lie down beside her parents and join them in death? Only 
fear that the raiding party might come back looking for her in the 
morning kept her from seriously considering it.

Once she had shoes and two thick pair of socks to warm her feet, 
she selected a hat and tucked her red braids under it. With her slender 
form she could easily pass for a boy, a disguise which no doubt would 
be safer.

There was one chore left. She didn’t have the strength to bury 
them all, but knew she had to do that much for her parents. She 
couldn’t leave them to the animals.

The first touch of the sun’s rays on the barren ravine found 
Abby kneeling in the sand next to a rock covered mound. She had 
seen enough of such mounds along the trek to know to protect 
their remains. It had taken her all night to dig a hole deep enough 
to hold both her mother and her father, to wrap them in scorched 
blankets and drag them to their final resting place.

She wanted them to be together, touching, knowing they would 
have wanted it that way. From her mother she had taken a gold 
locket with miniatures of both her parents, and from her father she 
took the sharp hunting knife he kept hidden in his boot, strapping 
it around her own thin leg.

Painstakingly she carried rocks to cover the grave, and erected 
a charred wooden cross marked with their names, crudely lettered 
in charcoal; Michael and Ellen Bristol. Their dream of a better life 
in the West had ended in tragedy. One of Ellen’s final acts had been 
to save the life of their only child. So far, Abby was alive, but for how 
long she could remain so was something she didn’t even want to 
consider. She only knew they were a long way from any habitation. 
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Before long she would have to make a decision about what to do, 
but for the moment she could only murmur every prayer she knew, 
hoping God would be satisfied and accept her parents into his safe 
keeping.

The sun’s rays warmed her back telling Abby she had stayed too 
long already. Her hunger and thirst had turned into a gnawing in 
her belly. Then came a sound that turned her blood cold. Her grief 
had caused her to linger, and now she sensed it was too late.

It took a tremendous amount of will to force herself to look over 
her shoulder. The figure of an Indian was outlined against the bril-
liant back light of the sun. Instead of being mounted on a war pony 
he stood tall and menacing, though she couldn’t make out his face.

Strangely, she didn’t panic. She considered making a dash for 
the brush but this time she knew she’d never make it. Her enemy 
was too close, and he was not alone. If she was fortunate he would 
kill her and leave her here with her parents.

For one brief moment she turned her attention back to the 
grave, patting the mound of rock and saying her final goodbye. 
Then she stood up to face the warrior, her green eyes flashing with 
defiance.

No, she thought, it would do no good to run. She was too weak 
from thirst and hunger to have the strength or endurance to es-
cape. She wasn’t afraid to join her parents in death. At the moment 
it seemed preferable to the alternatives. She just hoped he would be 
quick about it.

The half-naked man did no more than stare at her, unmoving. 
Several things registered in Abby’s mind. This man’s bow and quiv-
er were slung over his shoulder, his knife sheathed at his waist. He 
made no move toward either one. There were no horses in sight, 
even though behind him was a small band of Indians, including 
women and children. They looked to be carrying all their posses-
sions. Dogs raced about the traveling band, sniffing at the dead 
bodies.

Some of the boys were driving a few head of cattle.

Most shocking was the fact the young boys wore no clothes at 
all, and seemed quite unconcerned about being naked.

Obviously they were not the same ones who had attacked the 
wagons. The man in front of her shifted his position, bringing 
Abby’s attention back to him. This was no young man now that she 
could see his face. He was middle aged, heavy through the middle 
but well-muscled.

She refused to cower under his direct gaze. She was more afraid 
he wouldn’t kill her, that her fate would be even worse. It occurred 
to her that she was wearing boy’s breeches and a hat that covered 
her long hair. He probably didn’t realize she was a girl.

A movement among the ruins of the wagons took her attention. 
Several young Indians were moving through the wreckage salvaging 
anything that might have been overlooked by the marauders. Abby 
tried to summon up anger but it wouldn’t come. She seemed strangely 
benumbed. The young men looked thin. They searched out blankets 
and tools the attackers hadn’t wanted; hoes and pick axes.

The man in front of her made a motion with his hand. Abby 
had to force herself not to back away as he took several steps clos-
er. Again he motioned for her to join the others, speaking words 
that had no meaning to her, but his tone revealed no menace. No 
friendliness either.

Her choices were few. Being alone on the desert frightened her 
more than the prospect of going with these people. The weakness 
she felt told her she wouldn’t last long in this hostile land.

Gathering her courage she stepped past him, walking hesitantly 
toward the others. She felt his presence as he walked behind her. 
He smelled strongly of odors she couldn’t name, like smoke, and 
musk, and more. The step she was taking was irrevocable as she 
studied the others, shivering with the knowledge these people were 
more alien than any she had ever met. They couldn’t communicate, 
and she couldn’t escape if they chose not to let her go.

Most of the group showed little interest in the remains of the 
wagon train, as if it were nothing unusual. Their gazes showed 
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curiosity, not hostility. The big man was beside her now, directing 
her to a family group. Around her Abby saw five children, ranging 
in ages from an infant to a girl about her own age. The black-eyed 
girl was wearing a type of net slung around her body with all her 
possessions inside. The infant was tied to his mother’s back on a 
cradle board and looked to be sleeping peacefully. The others all 
wore the same net to carry things.

The older woman said nothing as the man turned to Abby and 
motioned for her to stay with that group. Without another word he 
strode away.

With open curiosity, the black-eyed girl looked at Abby. Her hair 
was cut short at her shoulders, her dress made of some light weight 
cloth, which told Abby these people must have traded with white 
men at some time. The girl’s sandals were made of plant fibers, and 
her seashell necklace had intricate carvings.

2

A bby was awakened by the activity in the camp. She listened 
for the usual sounds, the clinking of harnesses, the snorts 
of horses, the creaking of wagons, the bawling of the cat-

tle they drove along with them. But nothing was familiar. Memory 
came back with a flood, bringing with it overwhelming grief. She 
would never hear those sounds again, would never awaken to her 
mother’s call.

Tears scalded the back of her throat. She hadn’t allowed herself 
to cry before, and now was not the time. Not in front of the Indians, 
they might see it as weakness.

Sitting up she saw it was late afternoon, and the People were 
erasing all signs of their brief camp. They had slept during the heat 
of the afternoon and were ready to move on. Feeling refreshed, 
Abby joined her new family, even though she was still feeling the 
empty rumbling of her stomach.

Briefly she considered staying behind, or slipping off into the 
desert, but saw nothing to be gained. She didn’t feel as if she was 
a prisoner. No one watched to insure her compliance. Even if she 
wasn’t ready to give them her trust, she was smart enough to real-
ize she needed them. But, at the first hint of trouble, she would slip 
into the brush and be free within minutes.


