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The Mexicans called them
Apache de Navajo.

The Americans called them
everything they could lay their tongues to. Other Indians feared
them like nothing else on earth. They were ...

THE NAVAHO

Years ago Warren Haffner had
ridden fearfully down the Navaho Trail with the great Kit Carson.
Now he was coming back for revenge. In his path stood Joe Blade and
Charity Clayton, who would rather be exchanging vows with each
other than shots with the enemy.

And in the bloody Indian
uprising that followed the murder of the Navaho chief, men died as
they had lived – violently and in vain.
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One

 


Blade rode down the Navaho Trail in the fall
of the year when the sun was repenting of having punished the hard
dry earth below. The sheep stumbled, hungry on the stubble of brown
worn grass and every arroyo was a dry ditch that mocked man’s
memory of water. The people had withdrawn themselves into
themselves, waiting with the stoicism of folk who were used to
waiting. In the old days, they would have ridden their skeleton
horses to richer and more fertile lands and robbed those who had
goods and food to spare. Those were the days, they said, when a man
was permitted to be a man.

When Blade passed a hogan the Navahos
watched his going, silent and resentful of the world he
represented. When he had gone, they turned their eyes to the sky,
waiting for the winter and the rain that might bring green grass in
the spring. And the young men said that, when the ponies were
strong enough again, they would mount them and ride for a
settlement and prove that they were as much men as their fathers
had been.

When Blade reached the trading post, he
found the trader’s face reflected the mood of the people he did
business with. It was sour and it was dour.

‘Business is terrible,’ he
said. ‘For the last two years I haven’t made more’n a few damn
dollars, but I stay just the same. The goddam country gets into
your blood. Christ, sometimes I hate it.’

His Navaho wife puffed at her pipe and said:
‘Goddam, out of respect for her husband. It was the only English
she had.

The trader’s name was Sloan and he was a man
of some learning. There was nothing else to do around here, he
said, except read. So he read. After a few years of having a book
in his hands, reading became first a habit, then a necessity. The
books took him in his mind to Paris, France, China, anywhere that
took his fancy. But he knew he would Jive nowhere else but beside
the Navaho Trail.

‘I tried leaving once,’ he
told Blade, over an excellent Mexican meal cooked and served by his
wife, ‘but it didn’t work out. I came back here and I bought the
business back and made a loss on the deal. That’s how much I wanted
to come back. I guess I’ll never leave her now.’ He was a New
Englander and he dreamed of green fields and snow a couple of feet
deep. ‘I get homesick for the north-east, but I don’t want it and I
know I don’t. All I want is this damn sunshine, bitter winters and
these damned Indians.’

His wife smiled at him and said:
‘Goddam.’

Blade told him the gossip of the outside
world and Sloan listened like a man hearing an improbable romance.
He punctuated Blade’s sentences with ‘You don’t say,’

‘Who’d believe it?’ and
‘There’s a thing now.’ His wife watched Blade’s face and nodded and
smiled as if she understood every word. Having a visitor here meant
as much to her as to her husband.

Blade asked: ‘Does your wife speak Spanish,
Sloan?’

‘Sure.’

‘Then let’s speak
Spanish.’

So they spoke Spanish and at once the woman
became an animated hostess and no longer was a comic Indian who
knew only how to say goddam. Her Spanish was harsh, not too
correct, but fluent. The atmosphere changed. They were all now easy
and familiar together. Their humor became broad and the woman
laughed bawdily. And her husband watched her, delighted, not having
seen her laugh this way for a long time.

Mrs. Sloan rose and said that she would go
and prepare food for them. They would all have a drink, no? Yes,
said Sloan, he had a bottle saved for just such an occasion. She
disappeared to the rear part of the house. Sloan found a pre-dinner
drink for them, a bottle of passable whiskey.

They drank it neat to cut the dust from
their throats. In one hour in this country a man collected enough
dust in his throat to justify the cutting of it with whiskey. The
dust not the throat. Sloan had mellowed. Blade found it hard to
believe that this was the dour man he had walked in on an hour
before.

They took their drink out on to the gallery
and sat there watching the lengthening shadows run across the vast
land. The light pastel shades of the mountains grew somber. There
was a stark beauty about it all that grabbed you by the throat.

Sloan swept a brown hand across the
picture.

‘It’s all there,’ he said.
‘Look at it and you see what I mean.’

Blade didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to
– Sloan knew that he understood. They sat on in silence, watching
night drop like a shroud over the land. After a while the stars
winked and the moon rode cold and serene. The shroud became a
wedding veil, gossamer, light sprinkled.

Mrs. Sloan came to the door of the house and
told them to come, eat.

Inside the lamps were lit and Blade could
see that Sloan kept a very respectable table, a fact that cheered
him for he had subsisted on camp fare for the past week. Sure
enough there was a good bottle of red Californian wine.

‘This wine,’ Sloan said as
he tucked his napkin in his shirt, ‘it’s from an old Catalan grape.
The darkest wine I ever saw.’ He poured and Blade held it to the
light. He was scarcely able to see through it.

He laughed and said: ‘This should sort the
men out from the boys.’

Mrs. Sloan gave her bawdy laugh and said: ‘I
give this to my man often. It makes a better man of him.’

Sloan smiled and they drank to Mrs. Sloan.
For the next hour while they ate, they drank to the President of
the United States and then drank a number of toasts to lesser men
and causes. Sloan opened another bottle and another. Mrs. Sloan
told them they were both drunk and they both denied the accusation
hotly. It was when the dishes were cleared away and Blade had
praised Mrs. Sloan for a wonderful meal, complimented Sloan on his
wine and generally shown his gratitude to them for their
hospitality that Sloan asked his question. Blade had the feeling
that the man had saved it for this very moment.

‘Would I be ill-mannered,
Blade,’ he said, ‘if I asked why you’ve come here?’

‘Ill-mannered or not,’
Blade said, ‘it’s a fair question and easy enough to answer. I have
come here for a man. If you asked me what man, I might not be so
ready to answer.’

Sloan sized the stranger up carefully.

Blade was on the tall side – say six feet.
Dark complexioned, but with startlingly clear grey eyes. His face
was tanned and weather-beaten, yet it had not cracked prematurely
as did the faces of most men of the outdoors in this country. The
constant wind and sun did that – dried men and women out alike.
Desiccated them till they were human jerky. The most curious
physical feature about the man was his grey hair. Sloan was not to
know that Blade’s hair had been that color from the day he
witnessed the murder of his mother and father on the Santa Fe Trail
in his boyhood. The hair of the old contradicted the young, vital
eyes. The mouth belonged to a smiling man. The hands were sure and
calm like those of a man who enjoyed using them. Sloan pondered on
the fact that Blade spoke a Mexican that belonged to a native of
Mexico. He had no idea what age to put on the man – anywhere
between thirty and forty, he would guess.

‘Are you the
law?’

The question hung between them. Being a
lawman was often being like a preacher or a prostitute, Blade
thought. The fact cut you off from the rest of humanity in some
way.

‘I carry a
warrant.’

Sloan nodded. He had received his message
that his questions were becoming unwelcome.

He filled his guest’s glass with wine, found
the bottle empty and bellowed cheerfully for his wife to bring
another bottle. He confided in Blade: ‘There’s another half-dozen
hangin’ in the well to cool off.’

When the bottle came and he had withdrawn
the cork, he said: ‘Nobody comes in or out of here without me
knowin’, you can bank on that.’

‘My man would have been
through here within the last week,’ Blade said. ‘If he came at
all.’

‘What’s the
crime?’

‘Murder.’

Sloan smiled knowingly – ‘They wouldn’t send
a man like you for a common or garden murderer. This man has to be
somethin’ special.’

Blade thought about that, sipped his wine
and said: ‘He knows the Navahos.’

‘Been a
missionary?’

Blade smiled.

‘No, not a missionary. Do
only the missionaries know the Indians?’

‘Mostly. Damn nigh ruined
’em, too.’

‘Brigadier General
Christopher Carson was no missionary.’

Sloan looked alert suddenly.

‘Kit Carson? I knew Kit. A
real nice man. Everybody liked him. Why, even the Navahos liked him
an’ they had a damn good reason not to.’

Back in 1863, Carson had brought the proud
raiders to their knees. Killed their sheep flocks, cut down mile
after mile of their precious peach trees. My God, thought Blade not
for the first time, how could a man cut down trees that the Indians
had raised in this country. It seemed a miracle that anybody could
grow anything at all in this arid waste. And lovable old Carson had
cut down every goddam tree in sight.

Sloan sighed and for the first time sounded
a little drunk. ‘You didn’t come all this way after Kit
Carson.’

His laugh died when he saw the expression on
Blade’s face.

Blade said: ‘I didn’t. I’m after one of his
men.’

Sloan looked puzzled. ‘He only had a handful
of soldiers. Hell, what would …? But that was years back. Anybody
who served with Carson would be an old man now.’

‘Not too old for
villainy,’ said Blade. ‘And a man can have sons.’

All expression was ironed out of Sloan’s
face.

‘Sons?’ he said
slowly.

‘Sons,’ said Blade. Three
sons.’

Sloan sat there in stricken silence,
watching Blade. The trader was now stone-cold sober.


 


Two

 


Blade was never quite sure what woke him.
Maybe it was some sixth sense. He was acutely aware of distress,
not so much for himself, but for another, someone unknown to him.
Which sounded crazy and he knew it.

Sloan had given him a small,
sparsely-furnished room at the front of the long sprawling abode
that constituted the trading post. As Blade sat up in bed, the
small room was full of the cold moonlight from the desert outside,
offering to the most mundane articles an air of impenetrable
mystery.

Throwing back the blanket that covered him,
he padded to the small window and looked outside. The desert
stretched away in the moonlight, eerie and still. Blade thought he
heard a faint cry, far off, a sound that could have belonged to
some night bird on the wing, floating ghostlike against the moon.
He knew also that it could have been a trick of his imagination. On
such a night a man could imagine almost any sight or sound.

He was about to turn away from the window,
when he heard another sound. This time it was reality itself. A
door opened and closed in the building. Craning forward, he saw a
shadow flit to his left and a moment later a short figure appeared
in the wan light. He knew that it belonged to Mrs. Sloan.

The Navaho woman walked about twenty yards
out from the building, then halted as if either she was listening
or trying to perceive something out on the desert in the dim light.
She stayed still in this alert position for at least a couple of
minutes, then started forward in a shuffling run, dropping the
blanket that she held draped around her shoulders.

Blade now became aware of a deep sense of
foreboding. It was as though he could smell danger in the very air
of the place. Hastily, he turned from the window and pulled on his
pants and a pair of light Apache boots which were favorite articles
of footwear for him. He also snatched up the first weapon that came
to hand: his Winchester repeater that leaned against the wall by
the rope bed.

Upon opening the door of the room and going
into the narrow corridor that ran some fifteen feet down to the big
trade room past several storage rooms, he stumbled into somebody in
the dark.

He heard Sloan’s voice – ‘Is this you,
Blade?’

‘Yes.’

‘What’s up?’ There was
apprehension, almost anger in the man’s voice.

Blade said: ‘I think there’s something wrong
out there on the desert. I don’t know what it is. Your wife’s out
there.’

He pushed past the trader, entered the trade
room and headed for the front door. He heard Sloan following him.
When they were out in the open, he glanced at Sloan and saw that he
carried a revolver.

Now they both halted and listened and they
both heard the same thing – a horse walking slowly towards the
post. Mrs. Sloan was nowhere in sight.

They started forward and at once heard the
woman call – ‘Tommeeeeee.’ Sloan broke into a run and Blade padded
after him. Within a hundred paces, they saw the horse – an animal
that stood with legs splayed and head down, the picture of a horse
run nearly to its death. There was a small mass of dark shadows on
the ground near it. As they panted up, Blade saw that Mrs. Sloan
was crouched over a man lying on his back on the ground.

Blade looked down at the powerful face of
the man. The eyes were closed. Even in death or unconsciousness,
the mouth was firmly set. Blade’s guess was that he was a
Navaho.

Sloan was down on one
knee, feeling for the man’s pulse. Then he looked at his wife and
said: ‘Es muerto.’

The woman sank back on her heels, her face
blank.

Sloan looked up at Blade and said: ‘This is
her brother.’ He said something to his wife and together they
rolled the big Indian over. The upper part of his body was covered
by a fine silk shirt decorated with polka dots. Over this was a
fine vest richly adorned as a Mexican’s might be with silver braid
and silver conchos. Two bloodstained holes showed darkly in the
back.

Slowly Sloan rose.

‘Christ,’ he said, ‘the
man must have been made of iron. He’s come twenty miles with two
bullets in his back. Let’s get him to the house.’ He gave his wife
a terse order in Navaho and she started stripping the gear from the
horse. With Blade at the shoulders and Sloan at the feet, they
slowly carried their heavy burden to the post.

They laid him on the long counter and Sloan
lit a couple of lamps. He found a bottle of whiskey and poured them
a drink each. He said: ‘Do you have an instinct for these things or
does this sort of thing always happen when you go into a
country?’

Blade said: ‘Is a man being killed so
extraordinary a thing?’

Sloan looked at him sorrowingly – ‘An
ordinary man being killed isn’t extraordinary. But an extraordinary
man being killed is.’

‘Who is he?’

‘This is
Juanito.’

Blade looked at the dead face with new
interest. No wonder the man had impressed him. Here on the counter
of a trading post lay the dead body of the man who had given the
government so much trouble for so many years. Years back, Blade had
heard an Indian agent say: ‘Kill Juanito and you break the Navahos’
back.’

The Navahos were peaceful now, so where was
the need for the Navahos’ back to be broken? But maybe this wasn’t
political. Maybe this man had been killed in a private feud.

He asked: ‘Is there any reason for him to be
killed?’

Sloan was noncommittal. ‘I daresay there’s
reason enough.’ He looked at somebody standing beyond Blade who
turned and found that Mrs. Sloan was there, her eyes fixed on the
face of her dead brother. In English, Sloan said: ‘She’s taking
this badly. She was always a good family girl. She always thought
Juanito was the greatest. And I wouldn’t argue with her over it. He
was a big man, Blade, and a damned good one according to Navaho
lights.’

‘Who do you report the
death to?’

‘The agent.’

Blade raised a questioning eyebrow and Sloan
went on: ‘A Bible-punching sanctimonious bastard, busier converting
the Indians than feeding them. Name’s Parfiter, Cyrus J. Parfiter,
an’ I reckon he’s brought the Navaho more grief than old Kit Carson
ever did.’

Blade turned to the woman and in Spanish
asked her if her brother had spoken to her before he died.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He said
he knew always that he would die by the hand of a white
man.’

‘Nothing else?’

‘He said not one more word
than that.’

Blade and Sloan looked at each other.

Sloan said: ‘I don’t have to tell you
what’ll happen if a white man killed Juanito.’ After a short pause,
he added: ‘Not even I would be safe here.’

Blade asked: ‘Is Parfiter strong enough to
smooth this over?’

‘Nobody’s strong enough
for that,’ the trader replied. ‘Until this happened, I would have
said that the Navahos were broken and finished. There was no way
they could gain a damn thing by war. Even a few light raids get
them into serious trouble now. But this … Why, this is something
again. They’ll go on the rampage whether there’s profit in it or
not. They have to. This hurts their pride more than anything could.
Juanito was the darling of the tribe.’

‘Why would anybody want
Juanito dead?’

‘I’m pretty sure no Navaho
would. It must have been a white man as his last words
suggest.’

‘So why would a white man
want him dead?’

‘Maybe it wasn’t so much
wanting him dead as wanting something that would turn on the old
Navaho habit of raiding.’

Blade spent the rest of the night on the
gallery with his rifle leaning against the wall at his side. He
wrapped himself in his poncho against the cold night air and dozed
lightly until dawn cracked open the dark shell of night and let in
the new day.

During his waking minutes, he thought about
the Haffners, the father and his three sons. Warren Haffner, the
patriarch, and his sons: James, Hobart and Lee.

Could it be they who had killed Juanito?

What other white men besides the Haffners
were in the Navaho country? If the Haffners had killed him had it
been by mere chance or had they come here for that very
purpose?

He sat there in Sloan’s rocker facing the
fact that he was out-gunned and maybe even outclassed by the deadly
quartet. He had the feeling that time was running out for him. If
he didn’t stop the Haffners pretty soon, it could prove too
late.

Sloan came out from the building and stood
puffing his pipe and looking at the morning.

‘I reckon you’re thinking
what I’m thinking,’ he said. ‘Only the Haffners fit the bill for
the chief’s killers.’

‘It’s the obvious
thought,’ Blade said.

Sloan said: ‘I aim to bar my doors and
fort-up. I suggest you stay and keep me company. I’ve supplies for
a year here.’

‘I’m obliged,’ Blade said,
‘but I’ll have to push on today. I have to bring the Indian agent
in on this whether I like it or not. So I call on friend
Parfiter.’

‘With the greatest
respect,’ Sloan said, ‘I reckon you’re plumb out of your
mind.’

‘A man has to be to do my
job,’ Blade said.

When she gave him his breakfast, Mrs.
Sloan’s face was expressionless. She didn’t look sad, but she
didn’t smile once. She came out to see him off with her husband,
handing him a packet of sandwiches to eat that noon. She received
his thanks with dignity. Her husband said: ‘You’ll likely have
trouble on the trail. If I see dust, I’ll know it’s you
high-tailing for this place.’

Blade smiled. ‘You could be right.’

He shook hands and stepped into the
saddle.


 


Three

 


Warren Haffner was a man of medium height,
but was so thick through the chest and wide across the shoulders
that he looked short. On a horse he was one of those men who looked
to be too heavy for any animal. Not surprising that he rode
clumsily. Added to which, he treated a horse like a machine and
allowed no animal any personal quirks of character. This did
nothing to enhance his horsemanship. He used men in much the same
way, which meant that he dominated most situations.

As he rode down the Navaho Trail with his
three sons behind him he thought of the events so many years before
when he had ridden with Colonel Carson and the regiment down this
same trail. Carson had lectured them about the warlike and
formidable tribe they were going against. But it had been only the
knowledgeable Carson who had any doubts about their ultimate
victory over the Indians. Haffner smiled to himself – the Navaho
were not very warlike by the time the regiment had dealt with them.
To Haffner’s mind, Carson had been too soft with them. Which was to
be expected, for everybody knew that Kit had been an Indian-lover.
To prove it, he’d had two Indian wives one time. Now, if Haffner
had commanded against the Navahos, the tribe would not be around
today to be a damned nuisance to everybody. Back in sixty-three,
four, men like Haffner had known what the solution to the Indian
problem was. Old preacher John Chivington who had commanded the
Colorado Volunteers had the right attitude – kill ’em all, men,
women and children. He could remember the giant' Chivington
laughing and saying: ‘Kill the women and kids, boys – nits breed
lice.’

But Carson had been too soft. The most
damage he’d done was to sheep and peach-trees. He should have wiped
the damned savages off the face of the earth.

He could remember the time when he and his
patrol had caught a bunch of squaws and papooses in the peach
orchard. The only time in his life he had had the opportunity of
using the cold steel of a sword on humans. He could still taste
their fear in his mouth. And it had been good. The soldiers must
have cut down a round dozen that day. Little Kit Carson had been
beside himself with rage when he heard about it. And Haffner had
told him, confident in his own correctness: ‘That’s what we came
here for, Colonel, to kill Indians.’ That brief moment of pure
savage joy in the peach-orchard had wiped from his mind for ever
his memory of his own fear when a small band of mounted warriors
had caught him and his patrol in the dry canyon. Haffner had been
afraid then. He had lived in mental agony that one of his men would
inform Carson of his cowardice in the face of the enemy. If Carson
had known he had certainly never mentioned the fact. And Carson was
long dead and gone now.

He could see the Indian Agency ahead now,
emerging as a crazily dancing building in the heat haze. Only the
heads of the green cottonwoods told the traveler that there was
water ahead.

Haffner turned in the saddle and viewed his
three sons.

He said: ‘There’s the agency up ahead now.
Remember, I’ll do the talking.’

Not one of them replied or assented in any
way. He had brought them up the right way. They all knew nothing of
fear, except how to implant it. He knew that he had created good
tools for his work – whatever it might be.

As they drew closer, they saw that there was
not one building ahead of them but several. Adobes sprawling on the
face of the desert, almost a part of it, crouched before the
wind.

Haffner thought:
It was inevitable that I came back. I had to. I
could not have lived out the rest of my life without coming back
and proving myself one way or the other. It’ll be sixty-three over
again – only better. This time everybody in the States will read my
name and know that I stand among the immortals in the halls of
fame.

The thought was so powerful and he had lost
himself from his surroundings so thoroughly that he wondered, with
embarrassment, if he had spoken the thought aloud.

He called back to his sons: ‘They have seen
us. There
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