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		Chapter One



	GERONIMO STUDIED A lone White Eyes rider crossing the cactus-strewn valley below, and noticed the rifle, pistol, knife, saddle, and other articles of value, not to mention a fine black stallion. A well-placed arrow would gain the merchandise, but gusting winds were unpredictable. Geronimo decided to kill the enemy rider at close range, with a knife.

	The warrior and medicine man experienced no doubts, because the homeland was under invasion from the Pindah-Lickoyee White Eyes from the north, and the Nakai-yes Mexicanos from the south. Many atrocities had been committed, and he believed any retaliation was justified.

	Geronimo was thirty-two, medium height, heavily muscled, with a wide, grim mouth and oriental eyes. He estimated the direction of the rider, who appeared alert, hand near his pistol, wide-brimmed hat shading bearded features, a husky tall fellow about to die. Geronimo descended the back of the mountain, then maneuvered on foot toward the White Eyes intruder.

	Fishhook cacti and golden zinnia flowers provided cover as black-collared lizards sped out of his path. Geronimo paused to study his quarry, who was poised in his saddle, scanning from side to side, not seeing the black hair and brown skin of the stalker.

	The sun baked Geronimo’s back as he crept past a crescent milk vetch bush. The White Eyes must be very stupid, he reasoned. Doesn’t he know this is the homeland of the People? Silently, Geronimo circled closer, imagining himself returning to camp with new pistol and horse, wearing the wide-brimmed hat. He loved to astonish the People, and some said he might become chief someday, after the era of Mangas Coloradas, Cochise, and Victorio had passed.

	Geronimo took his last position behind a thick-leafed palo verde tree, laid down the bow, and withdrew the knife, its handle made of bear bone, the blade ten inches long. Geronimo crouched, ready to spring.

	The rider drew closer, and Geronimo thought there was something familiar about him. But the warrior had seen many White Eyes at councils and perhaps this was one of the liars. Geronimo glanced about one last time, to make sure a rattlesnake wasn’t about to strike. The rider wore a blond beard, white shirt, tan pants, brown boots, shiny spurs. Geronimo took a deep breath and leapt.

	The horse raised his hooves high in the air, as Geronimo flew toward his victim, who drew his pistol quickly. Geronimo collided with the rider, simultaneously grabbing the wrist of his gun hand, the impact knocking him out of his saddle. Falling to the ground, Geronimo brought down the knife, but a hand zoomed up and held his wrist.

	The two men tussled, rolled over, and grunted as they tried to overwhelm each other. Geronimo realized the White Eyes was strong, and it was going to be a long afternoon. Then the White Eyes bucked like a horse, and Geronimo found himself on his back, his adversary above him. They looked each other in the eye, close enough to bite each other’s noses.

	“Geronimo!” said the White Eyes in astonishment.

	Geronimo was startled by the sound of his name, then realized why the Pindah had appeared familiar. “Sunny Bear,” he replied, a note of awe in his voice.

	They stared at each other in disbelief. Sunny Bear had lived among the People two harvests ago, then had returned to the eastern lands. Through the dust, Geronimo perceived the single silver streak in Sunny Bear’s golden hair, a mark of distinction conferred by the Mountain Spirits. Sunny Bear had gone on raids with the People, and been a favorite of Chief Mangas Coloradas and Nana the di-yin medicine man.

	Both men relaxed their grips, faces red from exertion, then rose to their feet. “I failed to recognize you beneath your beard, Sunny Bear,” said Geronimo in Apache language. “It was your pistol I sought.”

	“Take it,” replied Sunny Bear, who had learned fluent Apache. He was six foot two, wide-shouldered, with blue eyes. “I have another in my saddlebags.” Sunny Bear handed the pistol butt first to Geronimo.

	Geronimo stepped back and held up his hands. “I could not accept such a gift from my warrior brother Sunny Bear.”

	“It is nothing compared to the gifts I received when I resided among the People,” said Sunny Bear firmly. “I insist you take it, otherwise I shall be offended.”

	“Since you leave me no choice...” Geronimo accepted the weapon, the barrel catching a glint of the sun. “I shall never forget this, Sunny Bear. What are you doing here? We thought you were gone forever.”

	“I have returned with my wife and children and begun my own ranch, which is yonder.” Sunny Bear pointed behind him. “You must visit, and bring your wives. I had hoped one of my old warrior brothers would arrive one day. Let us smoke together, in commemoration of our meeting.”

	Sunny Bear pulled a leather pouch out of the saddlebags, sat cross-legged, and rolled two fat cigarettes, then passed one to Geronimo, who marveled at Sunny Bear’s change of appearance. Sunny Bear had become a Pindah, yet he moved like the old Sunny Bear, who had seen great visions and committed valorous deeds. Sunny Bear produced a match, lit Geronimo’s cigarette, then they sat in silence, puffing and recalling when Sunny Bear had dwelled among the People. In the sweat lodges, the warriors still spoke of Sunny Bear.

	“Do you have whiskey?” asked Geronimo, unable to restrain himself further.

	“I regret that I have none, but expect some soon. You must bring Chief Mangas Coloradas and the others, and we shall celebrate.”

	“I cannot wait to tell him and Victorio and Nana that you are here. But I must ask you an important question—do you know if the bluecoat army is planning big war against us?”

	“I am no longer in the bluecoat army, but the Pindah-Lickoyee are coming in great numbers, and soon you will be unable to roam as in the old time. You must change your ways.”

	“Never,” said Geronimo.

	“I have heard about the defeat at Janos.” Sunny Bear referred to a failed Apache attack on that Mexican city earlier in the year.

	“Many were killed, including Cascos and Tonje.”

	Cascos and Tonje were sons of Chief Mangas Coloradas, and Sunny Bear shook his head sadly. “I am very sorry.”

	“Victorio was not harmed, and neither did Cochise fall. Juh also survived, but Chief Mangas Coloradas nearly was killed.”

	“Was Jocita there?” asked Sunny Bear casually.

	Jocita was a warrior woman of the People, wife of sub-chief Juh, and some believed she had been the secret lover of Sunny Bear. “She was wounded only slightly. And her son, Fast Rider, as well.” It was further rumored that Fast Rider was Sunny Bear’s son.

	Sunny Bear appeared uncomfortable at the mention of the boy’s name. “You must express my sorrow to Chief Mangas Coloradas.”

	“Why do you not tell him yourself?”

	“I cannot leave my family at present, but let me give you tobacco, so the People can have a smoke on old Sunny Bear.”

	Sunny Bear filled Geronimo’s tobacco pouch, then they clasped hands. “Welcome back to the homeland, Sunny Bear,” said Geronimo.

	A half day’s ride to the east, at the edge of steep white cliffs, three large structures and two outhouses had been constructed of logs taken from a pine forest. A stream five feet wide meandered nearby, while cattle grazed on clumps of grama grass as far as the eye could see. It was 1858 in remote southwestern New Mexico Territory, known locally as Arizona, after an Indian word meaning “little springs.”

	Behind the house stretched a two-acre garden planted with corn, string beans, and tomatoes, and in the rows, uprooting weeds with her hoe, was Clarissa Rowland Barrington of New York City. She wore a wide-brimmed smudged vaquero hat, a pair of vaquero boots, and a man’s pants and shirt, because a dress was cumbersome in the garden. Twenty-two years old, blond, and considered too slim for the taste of the day, Clarissa had married an army officer twelve years her senior, followed him west, and become a frontierswoman, although sometimes she wondered what the hell she was doing there.

	She was a banker’s daughter, said to be a talented pianist, yet against the advice of her parents and everyone else she’d wed the scoundrel Nathanial Barrington in 1854. They honeymooned in Europe, then returned to America, and Nathanial had been posted to Fort Craig in eastern New Mexico Territory. At first all went smoothly, she’d become pregnant, then tragedy struck. One day Nathanial rode off on a punitory mission against the Apache and never returned, missing in action, presumed killed.

	She’d mourned, given birth to Natalie, then miraculously Nathanial had raised from the dead, after living among the Apaches for nearly a year. He resigned his commission, returned with her and Natalie to New York City, the marriage had had endless disagreements, then Nathanial and Clarissa reconciled, and now were back together. She had to admit that all things considered, life had become quite hectic since marrying Nathanial Barrington.

	Once she had traveled on a stagecoach attacked by Apaches, and on another occasion had been in a bank held up by bandits, and managed to shoot one, although she’d nearly fainted from fear at the time. She’d viewed saloon brawls, gun battles, and once nearly had been murdered by a maniac. She had become a woman of the frontier, proud, strong, and mindful of the real dangers of the land in which she dwelled, not to mention the flaws of her husband, though she still loved him most of the time.

	She removed her hat and wiped her forehead with the back of her arm. Laughter came from behind the house, where Zachary and Gloria, aged eight and ten respectively, stacked wood in the shed. The former was Nathanial’s son by his first wife, a Mexican woman who lived in Santa Fe, the latter a New York street urchin rescued by Nathanial during his last visit to Calcutta-on-the-Hudson.

	Their cowboy employees were a rough lot, and the ranch had yet to show a profit. Clarissa hadn’t read a newspaper since leaving Albuquerque two months ago, and felt cleansed of the burning political issues of the day, which seemed insignificant when measured against the beauty of Arizona.

	The sun sank toward distant purple peaks as she carried her hoe to the barn. She looked forward to an hour of piano before supper, because music was the wellspring of her life. There weren’t many ranches in New Mexico Territory with a genuine Steinway in perfect tune, but the instrument had fit comfortably in a wagon, and she possessed her own piano tuning tools.

	She stowed her hoe in the barn, which smelled of newly cut pine, then headed for the main house, for her treasured hour of music. Halfway across the yard, she spotted three cowboys on horseback leading a steer in from the fields. Clarissa recalled that Nathanial had ordered the butchering of a steer, and morbid fascination caused her to follow the vaqueros. Meanwhile, Zachary and Gloria congregated on the killing ground at the rear of the house. In the back window, Rosita the maid held up little Natalie, the one-and-a-half-year-old daughter of Clarissa and Nathanial, so she could watch the show.

	Clarissa stood near Zachary and Gloria as the steer gazed ahead stupidly, unaware life was about to end. The cowboy known as Dobbs pulled his knife, then calmly walked to the side of the steer. In one swift motion, he thrust the blade into the steer’s throat and cut downward. Blood gushed out the wound, and also from the steer’s mouth and nostrils. The great beast gurgled, became unsteady, and collapsed.

	Clarissa stared as cowboys methodically removed the steer’s coat, then guts spilled onto the ground, and steaks were sliced. Clarissa had seen many butcherings during her frontier career, yet they never failed to horrify her. A contemplative woman, she found herself wondering about her own demise. Will I die an old lady in my bed, or will somebody kill me like that steer?

	On the outskirts of Nacogdoches, Texas, a plot of ground had been set aside as burial ground for stray nameless drunkards who’d fallen off bar stools, or criminals shot in the commission of illegal acts, or lost wandering souls dead of old age. No specially carved headstones could be found, only a boulder to mark each grave’s position, and Esther Rainey had no idea where her husband lay, yet she came every day to seek solace.

	Sam Rainey had been a Mexican war veteran who’d become an outlaw, and he’d joined with friends to rob a bank in Nacogdoches. They’d been poor fellows and wanted their share of the spoils, for life had not been as kind to them as for those who profited from the war.

	The bank robbery seemed straightforward, but who could guess a woman customer carrying a Colt pocket pistol in her purse would become scared enough to use it? She’d shot Sam dead, wounded one of his compatriots, then townspeople overpowered the others, and misery befell Esther Rainey.

	She had no widow’s pension, inheritance, land, or even a horse to call her own. Everything had been taken by the marshal, for everything was stolen, but they permitted her to keep her clothes and hadn’t noticed she’d stashed one hundred dollars in her underwear.

	Esther was twenty-eight, from Cincinnati, a former prostitute. She’d fallen in love with Sam Rainey, joined him and his companions on their criminal spree, then came the army officer’s wife, and the curtain had rung down on Esther’s dreams.

	A tear rolled over her cheek, hidden behind a black veil. Sam had rescued her from the sordidness into which she’d sunk, given her his name, and made her feel loved, until that bank robbery.

	Esther was robust-cheeked, petite, with wavy dark brown hair, an upturned nose. If only he’d stayed home that day, she thought, biting her lower lip. What will become of me without my Sam? She lay one pure white lily on a grave, uncertain who was buried beneath, perhaps a murderer, but every day she placed a lily on a different grave, and sooner or later one would be Sam’s. She wished she had a daguerreotype of him to augment the memory of his strong body and fuzzy black beard. “God,” she whispered, “please look with mercy on my poor husband Sam Rainey, and if he was a crook, so are a lot of others who live in fancy houses and are called gennelmen. He was only tryin’ to git along, and if you had made him rich, he wouldn’t’ve needed to rob, so it’s partly yer fault, and please don’t blame it all on him.”

	She walked back to town, a nondescript young woman bent by sorrow, loneliness, and fear. One hundred dollars would dissipate quickly even in the ramshackle hotel where she resided, and she contemplated returning to “the business.” Why couldn’t that rich bitch give up a few dollars to Sam and the boys, she thought. Instead she had to be cute, and next time I hope she gets a bullet ‘twixt her damned eyes.

	Esther walked down the alley that led to her hotel, climbed the stairs, removed her dress, and lay on the bed. I might as well be dead, she thought, clad only in her white chemise. Why do some git so little, and others so much? If there’s a God, he’s one mean son of a bitch.

	Sometimes she thought of taking the Colt pistol that Sam had left her and blowing her brains out, but what would it prove, except how much she missed Sam. What would he want me to do? she asked herself.

	He wouldn’t permit her to become a whore, but it didn’t appear she had much choice, for she had no education beyond the boudoir. If she returned East she could work as a seamstress, but it was easier to lay on her back than go blind staring at a needle twelve hours per day.

	She recalled Sam’s laughter, the tough way he had behaved around men, and the tenderness he had displayed when alone with her. He’d hated the world for what it had done to him, and had loved one thing: her.

	If everything was turned around, she thought, and somebody had shot me, Sam would kill that person, no matter what it cost, or how long it took. And if I loved him as much as I claim, I would avenge his death.

	It was not a new thought, but she didn’t know if she could murder another person or even a dog. If I truly loved Sam, how can I let his killer walk around free? Maybe I should hunt her down, thought Esther as she lay on her lumpy bed, fingers on the barrel of her pistol.

	Darkness fell over the chaparral, and Nathanial could make out faint lights in the distance as he rode toward his ranch buildings. He believed he finally had found happiness after four years at West Point, twelve years as an army officer, one year as an Apache apprentice warrior, and a brief, futile stint as assistant Indian agent at Fort Thorn. Now he was a rancher on land no one else dared claim, because it was deep in Apache territory. He possessed two hundred head of cattle, with another two hundred on the way, ordered from a cattle broker in Santa Fe. He had hired a crew of cowboys, had constructed buildings, and intended to give cattle to the Apaches periodically as rent. He hoped to visit their camp so his children could see how Indians lived.

	He had every reason for optimism, yet often thought longingly of his time as an Apache. He had even fallen in love with an Apache woman named Jocita, who then had produced a son, although everyone thought the boy was sub-chief Juh’s, Jocita’s husband. Sometimes he remembered Jocita, but only as vague infatuation, for his true love was Clarissa. He looked forward to dinner with his family, and perhaps Clarissa might play the piano. Indeed, he could hear lively notes of Mozart on the breeze, filtered through a forest of saguaro cacti, their arms extended to the purple-and-gray heavens. He believed Clarissa was his star-crossed mate, the other half of his being.

	The lively chords of Mozart became louder as he rode through the cool twilight. Passing his parlor window, he caught a glimpse of Clarissa sitting at the piano, the children and their maid nearby. Who says ordinary people can’t find happiness? thought Nathanial Barrington, formerly of the 1st Dragoons. My bad days are over, and a decent life lies ahead for me and my family. It just goes to demonstrate that if a man works hard and has faith in God, all good things will follow.

	

	 



		Chapter Two



	IN THE CAMP of the People, a council was held to discuss new Pindah stagecoach stations being constructed in the Chiricahua homeland. Present were Mangas Coloradas, sixty-five, chief of the Mimbreños; Cochise, forty-eight, chief of the Chiricahuas; and Victorio, thirty-three, designated heir of Mangas Coloradas. In addition, many noteworthy warriors sat around the campfire, such as Juh, chief of the Nednai; Coyuntura, brother of Cochise; Pluma and Arviso for the Chiricahuas, plus Loco, Chatto, and Barbonsito of the Mimbreños. All were heavily armed, because bluecoat soldiers could appear at any time, firing guns and charging hard. Detachments of bluecoat soldiers regularly patrolled the land, and Fort Buchanan was not far away, but guards were posted to warn of disaster.

	The outlook was not promising for the People, because the Jicarillas and Mescaleros already had been defeated in the east, the Mimbreños ejected from their homeland in the Black Range, and now the remnants had gathered with the westernmost People, the Chiricahuas, to make their last stand.

	Mangas Coloradas spoke first, due to his advanced age and high position. He was the greatest Mimbreño hero of all time, over six feet tall, with a massive chest, but had been seriously wounded in the attack on Janos earlier in the year. “Why make war at this time?” he asked in his deep, sonorous voice.

	No one answered, the question was reasonable, but when the final decision came it would be rendered by Cochise, since the Chiricahua homeland was his responsibility. “Who else wishes to speak?” inquired Cochise politely, for he wished to hear all sides before making plans. Five feet ten inches tall, slender, and with excellent posture, he had been a brilliant war chief since his twenties.

	Sub-chief Elias of the Chiricahuas rose to his feet, a squat, doughty fighter. “I respect the words of Chief Mangas Coloradas, but these new stagecoach stations are only the beginning, and soon we shall have more White Eyes in this land. They may overpower us, but it is better to fight now, because perhaps we can stop them.”

	“I agree,” added sub-chief Juh of the Nednai, a famous warrior, covered with thick slabs of sinew and many scars. “Sooner or later they may kill us all, but at a heavy price. If we fight with spirit, perhaps we can discourage them.”

	Old Delgadito rose to his feet, a Mimbreño warrior sixty-six harvests old, still active and deadly. “That is what we said at our Mimbreño campfires, and now we have lost everything. Do not underestimate Pindah soldiers, my brothers and sisters. They are not brave individually, but in large numbers, with plentiful guns, they have inflicted heavy blows.”

	Cochise listened to their arguments, knowing what each warrior would say before he opened his mouth. How easy to express opinions in council, thought Cochise, but how difficult to make decisions affecting the little ones.

	Warriors and sub-chiefs disagreed, and even women made contributions, but Cochise’s wife Dos-teh-seh had the good breeding to keep silent except when alone with her husband, when she could best influence him. She was daughter of Mangas Coloradas, and a respected leader on her own. Another woman of prominence at the council was Jocita, the warrior woman of the Mimbreños, who often had gone to war alongside the men, her well-aimed arrows killing many enemies.

	Finally, after all had spoken, they turned to Cochise. “I have listened carefully,” he said, “and now shall ride to the mountains, to meditate upon your words.”

	He headed for his wickiup to fetch his deerskin robe and water bag made from the intestine of a deer. Then Cautivo shouted, “Someone is coming!”

	In an instant, Cochise whipped his bow off his shoulders, then notched an arrow. He dropped to one knee and aimed in the direction of the voice, as a rider appeared upon a trotting horse. “It is Geronimo returning alone!” the guard cried.

	Cochise and the others maintained vigilance, for Geronimo apparently had found something, perhaps a White Eyes army hot on his trail. The warriors formed a defensive perimeter, and the children were herded into the wickiups, where their mothers would safeguard them with their lives, if necessary.

	It wasn’t long before Geronimo could be seen at the trail’s bottom, riding at a leisurely rate, obviously not chased by White Eyes. Everyone relaxed as Geronimo’s horse climbed toward them, finally coming abreast of Mangas Coloradas. He climbed down from the saddle and said, “I have good news. Sunny Bear has returned to the homeland.”

	The Mimbreños were thunderstruck, because they’d thought Sunny Bear had disappeared forever. “Is he wearing his bluecoat?” asked Mangas Coloradas, for Sunny Bear had sworn never to make war on his Indian Friends again.

	“No, he is a raiser of cattle, and has given me this.” Geronimo reached into his saddlebags and pulled out the Colt Navy. “The most desirable gift a warrior could receive.”

	“How generous is our Sunny Bear,” said Mangas Coloradas happily. “I knew he would return one day, because he is one of us in his heart.”

	“He has given me tobacco to share with you,” added Geronimo. “His wife and children are with him, and he has hired men to help with the work.”

	“I will go to him,” said Mangas Coloradas, “after the present crisis has passed. I have many questions that I want to ask about the eastern lands.”

	“I will accompany you,” said Delgadito. “Sunny Bear was a funny warrior, and I shall never forget his stories.”

	“Nor the time he killed the bear,” offered Cautivo.

	“I remember when he returned from lightning-blasted mountain,” added Nana the medicine man. “What visions he had seen. I too want to see my warrior brother Sunny Bear, and meet his wife.”

	Suddenly a discordant voice exploded among them. “When will you fools learn from your mistakes?” demanded the gnarled, flat-nosed warrior known as Chuntz, whose wife had been killed by bluecoat soldiers in the Valley of Dead Sheep. “We suffered our worst defeat when Sunny Bear lived among us, and it is my opinion that he led us into it. Now he thinks we have forgotten his treachery, but I have not!”

	“I trust Sunny Bear as I trust myself,” said Mangas Coloradas staunchly.

	Chuntz resumed his denunciation of Sunny Bear as sub-chief Juh glanced at his wife Jocita. She appeared unconcerned about Sunny Bear, although Sunny Bear had fathered her son, whom Juh pretended was his. Juh had hoped never to hear of Sunny Bear again, but now the bluecoat war chief had returned as cattle raiser, and Juh felt jealous pangs. Why didn’t he stay in the eastern lands where he belongs?

	Meanwhile Jocita was shattered by the news as she stood among the women, pretending that Sunny Bear’s proximity was of no interest. She’d always known he’d return one day, and was disturbed to know he was so close, with his Pindah swagger and mountainous shoulders. But I must not go to him, no matter how tempted I may become, she ordered herself. No, I must care for my son and perform other duties more critical to the future of the people.

	Meanwhile, Chuntz continued to berate Sunny Bear, but everybody walked away, leaving him isolated. Stupid dolts, he thought of the People as he returned to his wickiup, which was messy because he had not remarried. They admire that Pindah liar, but if I ever see him again, I will kill him.

	Clarissa taught arithmetic to Zachary and Gloria as Rosita prepared the noonday meal under the watchful eye of little Natalie and the men worked on enlarging the barn. In the distance, grazing cattle wore the W brand, which stood for Whitecliff, the name they’d given their ranch.

	Zachary and Gloria labored on their respective assignments as Clarissa gazed out the window at men notching and stacking logs, her husband among them, stripped to his waist, covered with sweat. This is what life should be, thought Clarissa. Family, a good farm, and love. But beneath her joy lurked a bog of worry, which she assigned to her morbid artistic personality. Apaches were in the vicinity, and outlaws were said to maraud at will, but the cowboys and vaqueros were a mean bunch themselves, capable of holding off a sizable foe.

	They hadn’t been attacked yet, and she wondered if the dangers of the frontier weren’t exaggerated by rumor mongers and the press. Maybe Nathanial is right, she decided. But she continued to experience vague foreboding, as if the venom of the world were seeping into remote New Mexico Territory.

	Esther’s next stop was a broken-down hotel in Austin, where she slept all night and most of the next morning, then gave herself a basin bath, dressed, and headed for a saloon, since there were no decent women’s restaurants. She wore a pale blue dress gathered at the waist, with a white collar and blue bonnet. The saloon wasn’t crowded and she had no difficulty securing a table.

	A waitress arrived with a pitcher of coffee and a cracked porcelain mug. Esther ordered a steak, then sipped coffee and tried to figure how to kill Mrs. Rich Bitch. Should I just walk behind her and pull the trigger, or knock her cold, tie her up, and slit her throat slowly, so she’ll suffer, or maybe I’ll cut off her nose or put out her eyes. Esther felt warm beneath her dress and had the urge to scream her anger at the world, but instead sat demurely, contemplating dark deeds.

	Surrounded by drunks, gamblers, and newspaper readers, she found her eyes drawn to eight men sitting at a round table in a corner. They were tattered, grubby, and looked like an outlaw gang, because honest, hardworking cowboys wouldn’t be in a saloon that time of day, and traveling salesmen or musicians didn’t exude danger, secrecy, and death, the very qualities that had drawn Esther to Sam Rainey. She couldn’t help smiling as she remembered him, a man who could charm a prostitute out of her drawers.

	One handsome outlaw smiled back at her, but she turned away, hoping he didn’t think she was a flirting whore when she’d been thinking of dear, departed Sam. Then the outlaw arose from the table, a bottle of whiskey in his hand, and sauntered toward her, a strange, crooked smile on his lips. He didn’t seem the type who’d stab a woman for the hell of it, but some men played that game, and Esther had to be careful.

	She noted that he was neither very tall nor short, but solidly built, with that wonderful grin. Calm, loose, he sat opposite her and said, “Howdy.”

	He had a twinkle in his eye and the ability to put a woman at ease, while his smile promised good times. “I don’t want you to git the wrong idea,” she replied, “’cause I just come fer dinner, and I ain’t what you think.”

	“Then what the hell’re you doin’ hyar?”

	“Same thang yer doin’ hyar—havin’ some refreshment.”

	“How come a pretty woman like you ain’t got a man?”

	“He died a while back,” she replied. “An’ he was an outlaw like you.”

	He nearly dropped his bottle. “What makes you think I’m an outlaw?”

	“I’m like horseshit,” she replied. “I been all over the road. What’s yer name?”

	“Steve. How ’bout you?”

	“Esther.”

	He winked. “Let’s go to bed.”

	“You look like trouble.”

	“There’s some things you cain’t do alone. Maybe we can team up.”

	“I wouldn’t go anywheres with you, mister. I don’t even know you.”

	“That’s gonter change,” he replied confidently.

	They enjoyed a few drinks together, his smile was tempting, and Esther thought she deserved a reprieve from gloom. Why not? she asked herself. I got to do somethin’ afore I go loco. She remembered her promise to love Sam’s memory forever, but it was easier to take the path of least resistance.

	A few hours later, Esther Rainey and Steve Culhane lay together, smoking cigarettes. It had been a fairly passionate encounter, since Esther needed to be loved, and Steve was happy to accommodate her.

	“That was pretty good,” Steve wheezed, for he still had not caught his breath. “If I ain’t careful, I’m liable to fall in love with you.”

	“Hell,” she said, “you couldn’t fall in love if you wanted to.”

	He appeared hurt. “Why not?”

	“Rovin’ men cain’t settle down.”

	“Why not join me and the boys?”

	“Somethin’ I gotta do,” she explained. “I told you my husband was dead, but he din’t die of natural causes. He was shot by a woman, and I’m a-gonna pay her back onc’t I git to New Mexico Territory.”

	He moved closer, touching his lips to her ear, cupping her breast in her hand. “Since yer headed west, and I’m headin’ west, why don’t we travel together?”

	“Ridin’ with a bunch of outlaws is safer’n a stagecoach,” she conceded. “Maybe I will.”

	Cochise rode past mesquite trees and sotol stalks, his eyes scanning constantly, for the homeland was filled with enemies. The sun sent powerful rays through his bones, providing warmth and strength for the trials that lay ahead.

	Cochise believed the Pindah army would attack the homeland that summer, and he feared disaster for the People, yet was no fanatic such as Juh of the Nednai or Esquiline of his own tribe. They were always sure of what to do, and when proven wrong became merely enthusiastic about another plan. Ultimately, Cochise reminded himself, our lives and fortunes rest in the hands of the Mountain Spirits.

	He dismounted at an opening between piles of gray boulders, then led his horse through. Ahead lay an incline covered with sharp rocks and cacti. He made his way upward, pulling the horse after him, sharp spines scratching his knee-length deerhide boots. Finally he came to a gulch, where he picketed his horse among grama grass. Cochise climbed toward a cave above, saddlebags over his shoulder, and crawled inside, where he removed his flremaking apparatus, spun the wooden dowel in the hole, blew on sparks, and built a tiny blaze. Then he stuffed the smoking mixture into a red clay pipe, lit it with a twig, and sat cross-legged, staring at the valley below.

	A tiny dot moved along a snake-like trail, another Pindah stagecoach desecrating the homeland. There seemed something demented about their frantic coming and going, but what could one expect from men who dug yellow metal out of the ground, or passed their days watching stupid cattle grow. How much more noble is the warrior way, thought Cochise, but the White Eyes will win in the end, because there ware so many of them.

	Cochise considered the White Eyes substantially stronger than the Mexicanos, because the former had whipped the latter in the bloody war between them only ten harvests ago. Since then, many Americanos had settled in the homeland, but Mexicanos weren’t so numerous.

	We pose more of a threat to the Mexicanos, he reasoned, since they are so few. Therefore the Mexicanos might be more disposed to make peace with us. Then, if successful, we can raid the land of the White Eyes and take refuge in the land of the Mexicanos.

	But the Mexicanos had betrayed, massacred, and tortured the People on many occasions, and could not be trusted. The previous year, they’d poisoned Mimbreño peace seekers at Janos. Yet the People needed refuge, otherwise Americano soldiers would annihilate them. Should I attempt to make peace one last time with the Mexicanos? wondered Cochise.

	He puffed his pipe as flashing diamonds appeared in the azure sky. His pupils dilated to large black moons, and he felt as if he were floating above the ground. The sky blurred, he blinked, then saw a masked dancer advancing toward him out of the clouds.

	He knew it was a vision, but visions were real to the People. The dancer wore a ceremonial skirt marked with symbols of lightning, moons, and suns, his head adorned with a three-spiked crown made of sotol stalks, and he performed a war dance, as if fighting enemies. He brandished his scepter like a spear, stamped his foot angrily, and sang of difficult battles ahead. Cochise sat transfixed as the dancer removed his headdress, then unwound his black mask, revealing the craggy visage of the departed Chief Miguel Narbona, Cochise’s predecessor as chief of the Chiricahuas.

	Cochise was unable to move, so astounded was he by the sight of his mentor. “What message have you, oh Chief?” he inquired.

	“All warriors die,” intoned Chief Miguel Narbona. “But sometimes a warrior must gamble, and there is no blame if his heart is pure. Do not let yourself be overwhelmed by confusion, for confusion is the work of the devil.”

	The old warrior fragmented before Cochise’s eyes, then the sky became clear, without diamonds or a masked dancer. Cochise bowed. “I have heard your intelligent words, Chief Miguel Narbona,” he declared. “All glory to you, oh great departed champion of the Chiricahuas.”

	Jocita sat before her wickiup, fletching a new selection of arrows, distracted by thoughts of Sunny Bear. She smiled faintly, and an onlooker might imagine she was proud of the arrow she’d constructed, not her remembrance of one tumultuous night with Sunny Bear at the Santa Rita copper mines, when he had been a bluecoat war chief.

	She had loved him briefly, and never could forget him. She felt no great guilt, because Juh previously had betrayed her by taking a second wife, Ishkeh. Then, after Sunny Bear, she became pregnant, surprising everyone. Now she had been awarded her very own son, who would care for her when she was old.

	She looked at him sitting a few feet away, making his own arrows. He was seven harvests old, with dark brown hair, tanned skin, lean but well muscled, strongly resembling her. She believed one day he would become a great war chief, due to his unique parentage.

	“Cochise is returning!” shouted one of the guards.

	They had been awaiting the decision of Cochise for three suns, and gathered in front of his wickiup. Cochise came into view, his face painted with ocher symbols, eyes ablaze with inner light. He stopped his horse before his wickiup, climbed down from the saddles, and faced his audience, which included Mangas Coloradas and Victorio.

	Cochise raised his arms and said, “We shall make big war on the Nakai-yes, and after we have caused much devastation we shall offer peace, which they will be happy to accept. Then we shall take sanctuary in their land, while continuing warfare against the Pindah-Lickoyee. But the war we wage against the Nakai-yes must be harsh, to convince them to make peace. There can be no pity, because the Nakai-yes have shown no pity to us. Who is with me?”

	A roar went up from the assembled warriors as they rushed forward to join Cochise.

	The cougar caught the scent in the afternoon and now closed in for the kill. The prey was not a deer or antelope, the cougar’s favorite food, but a horse and a strange two-legged creature, their essences mingling in the afternoon breeze. The cougar paused, opened its mouth, and grimaced, exposing special olfactory glands on the roof of its palate. It perceived the direction, and its heart quickened at the hope of finding food.

	The cougar moved silently across the desert, avoiding open places, preferring to crawl beneath sagebrush rather than circumventing it. Every few hundred paces it paused and smelled, to confirm direction. Drawing closer, it almost could taste fresh blood. Soon it could feed its kittens.

	Their mouths always were open, pleading for milk, but their mother couldn’t provide sustenance if she didn’t eat. The cougar had been hungry many suns due to scarcity of game. It appeared as if a sickness had overtaken the land.

	The cougar heard sounds, the quarry straight ahead. Peering through a fernwood bush, it saw a horse and two-legged rider stopped at the edge of a stream. The rider climbed down, led his horse to water, then dropped to fill his own belly.

	The cougar gazed at the horse, but didn’t want a hoof in the teeth, and a horse could bite as hard as any cougar. Then the hungry mother turned toward the two-legged creature drinking, unaware he presented a juicy meal. The cougar got low on its belly, preparing for the final burst of speed.

	Nathanial leaned over the stream, sipping the sweet, cool blood of the inner earth, his eyes closed, savoring the flavor. Raising his head from the water, his beard dripping like a blond mop, he remembered the line by Henry David Thoreau. “Most men lead lives of quiet desperation.” Not me, thought Nathanial. I’ve got my own ranch, I love my wife and children, and I live in paradise.

	His eyes fell on a roundish green cactus plant about two inches in diameter, standing three inches off the ground, with a white flower in its center. It was peyotl, a plant used by some Apaches to induce visions. Whipping out his knife, he sliced off the top of the cactus, then heard a sound behind him. like the touch of a paw as it bounds over the ground. Nathanial spun, raised the knife, and a big golden cougar flew toward him, fangs extended, prepared to sever the back of his neck.

	The cougar saw too late that its prey was prepared, the blade aimed at its belly. And the cougar noticed further there was no way to save itself except to kill the two-legged immediately. Arching so that all four paws would strike at once, with jaws following thereafter it saw the two-legged dash to the side, then flick the blade.

	The point burrowed in the cat’s stomach, it screamed, then slammed into the ground, but could not spring readily with its innards hanging out. My babies will not eat today, it thought sadly. The next stab pierced its throat, and the cougar departed for the spirit world.

	Nathanial gulped air as he gazed at the dead animal and realized that he’d nearly been killed. What made me turn around? he asked, and then, high in the sky he saw a cloud formation resembling White Painted Woman, goddess of the Apache universe. Nathanial bowed to the deity, offered thanks, and after completing the chant, made an incision in the cougar’s chest and cut out its heart, about the size of an apple. The Pindah part of him hesitated, but the Apache sliced off a chunk of the still-warm muscle and placed it into his mouth, because the People believed the power of an animal could be captured if its heart were eaten.

	It tasted leathery and salty, and he washed it down with a drink from his canteen, then skinned the cougar and cut off its head. Next he harvested other peyotl cacti in the vicinity, ending with twenty thick slices. It was dark when he departed the stream, the cougar skin tied like a cloak over his shoulders, saddlebags full of peyotl.

	Where is he? wondered Clarissa as she dined with her children and their maid Rosita. Her husband seldom failed to return for supper, and she feared something had happened to him.

	“Don’t worry, Clarissa,” said her stepson Zachary, heavyset with medium brown hair, strongly resembling his father. “Nobody’d dare bother my dad. He’s the toughest man alive.”

	She smiled. “I hope you’re right, Zachary. Your father’s half an Indian himself.”

	Then Clarissa turned to Gloria to receive the opinion of the former street urchin, who had red hair and freckles. “Nobody’s tougher than an arrow,” she said laconically, like a strange child oracle.

	“Perhaps I should order the men to look for him,” said Clarissa. “He might be hurt.”

	“My father isn’t hurt,” insisted Zachary. “He’ll be home before long.”

	“But,” added Rosita, “it is not like him to miss supper, and he did not get lost, because he knows the land like an Apache.”

	“Maybe a bear ate him,” suggested Gloria.

	“Bears don’t eat people,” replied Zachary scoffingly. “You’re being silly.”

	Clarissa felt vulnerable without Nathanial because she didn’t trust the cowboys and vaqueros, most of whom she suspected were escaped criminals. Worst was Blakelock the foreman, an old drunkard with half his teeth missing. “I’d like you children to wash the dishes while I speak with Blakelock,” she said.

	Zachary shot to his feet. “I’ll do it, because women aren’t allowed in the bunkhouse.”

	“Thank you for reminding me, Zachary, but I’ll knock before I enter. Please do as I say.”

	Clarissa made certain her Colt Navy was snug in its holster, then stepped into the cool summer night, headed for the bunkhouse. The sky glittered with stars, the moon a luminous sphere above the barn, casting ghostly shadows across the backyard. In the distance, a coyote howled eerily.

	The bunkhouse was a rectangular log building with light peeking through a dirty window. A roar of laughter went up within, and it sent apprehension through Clarissa. What if those criminals murdered Nathanial? she asked herself. And if they killed Nathanial, what would they do to me? There was no sheriff to protect her, or a judge to decide in her favor.

	She stopped in front of the door, heard the voices of men on the other side, then rapped. Everything went silent, and a moment later a face appeared in the window, a gun nearby. “It’s the boss lady!” he shouted.

	The door opened, and Claggett, a lean black-bearded cowboy with a misaligned nose, probably broken in a saloon brawl, stood in the backlight. “What’s wrong, ma’am?” he asked politely.

	“I wish to speak with Mr. Blakelock.”

	Claggett stepped backward, permitting Clarissa to enter the smelly single room of the bunkhouse, a candle illuminating something that looked like a steer bone on the floor among old cigar butts, dirt, and various unidentifiable substances. Bunks were unmade, pictures of nude women nailed to the walls, and the stench of unwashed male bodies nearly knocked her over. The table was covered with playing cards, dried gravy, crumbs, and a half-eaten potato. Clarissa stood speechless before the squalor, tempted to flee for fresh air, but Blakelock stepped forward, belly hanging over his belt, bushy graying mustache obscuring his lips. His eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Can I help you, ma’am?” he asked in his gravelly voice.

	She never had stood close to him, and he exuded vague violence, not to mention towering contempt for a mere woman. “Captain Barrington has not returned home,” she said, “and I fear he might be injured. I’d like you to commence a search.”

	One of Blakelock’s eyes was half closed, and she couldn’t tell whether his puffy face smiled or grimaced in distaste. “I wouldn’t worry none if n I was you, ma’am,” he said, not ungently. “The cap’n knows how to take care of hisself. Let’s give ’im another hour.”

	“He might be lying in a ditch with a broken leg, for all we know,” she replied. “I’m afraid this isn’t a matter for discussion, Mr. Blakelock. I asked you to look for my husband now.”

	Blakelock’s face grew beet red, and Clarissa thought he might brush her out of his way as he’d brush a fly, but then he said, “You heard ’er, boys. Saddle the horses.”

	“Do we have to?” asked Pancho, a Mexican vaquero with a sombrero on the back of his head, his skinny legs encased in tight blue pants. “There ain’t notheen wrong with the boss, because he is one bad hombre. Besides, I take no orders from women.”

	No one ever had spoken to Clarissa so insolently, but she had been born a Rowland, and if that wasn’t enough, she had married a Barrington. “When my husband is absent,” she explained firmly, “you will take orders from me. And if that’s beyond your capabilities, you may leave now.”

	A heavyset brown-bearded cowboy named Barr snorted derisively. “You din’t hire me, so you cain’t fire me.”

	“We’ll see about that,” she said, then turned to Blakelock. “What’re you waiting for?”

	“Let’s go look fer the cap’n,” he said roughly, unable to look her in the eye.

	“Aw hell,” protested Joe Smith, the tallest cowboy in the bunkhouse, wearing a long black mustache. “In the dark, we wouldn’t see ’im until we’re right on top of ’im anyways. What’s the point?”

	“The point,” said Clarissa, “is he may be hurt.”

	“He’s prob’ly fine,” murmured Barr. “Stupid damned woman. Why don’t you get back to the main house where you belong, and stop worryin’ so much.”

	Clarissa searched for a weapon, then Blakelock stepped forward, his wide-brimmed hat low over his eyes, and he looked like a lump of pure malevolence, with depths of violence and chaos beyond Clarissa’s comprehension.

	“She’s the boss lady,” he told them, “and if she wants a search party, she’s a-gittin’ a search party. I’m not a-gonna tell you again—let’s move out!”

	“Aw hell,” said Barr. “Just becuzz she’s dumb, why do we haveta foller her orders?”

	The ordinarily lethargic Blakelock lunged suddenly, bringing his fist up from the floor. The recalcitrant cowboy tried to dodge out of the way, but had been taken by surprise. Blakelock’s ham fist smashed into Barr’s cheekbone, whereupon Barr careened toward the wall, banged his head, collapsed, and made no additional moves.

	The men filed outside, two carrying the still unconscious Barr, and Clarissa followed. The full moon threw long shadows across the yard as the men slogged toward the barn, not enthusiastic about riding across the open land in the dark, especially with Apaches in the vicinity, and gopher holes to break a horse’s leg.

	“Here he comes,” said one of them.

	The cowboys stared at the apparition riding out of the moonlight.

	“He’s gone Apache,” said Claggett.

	Clarissa noticed a cougar skin cape over Nathanial’s shoulders, and wondered if she’d ever understand her strange husband. He stopped his horse in front of them, climbed down from the saddle, and said, “What’s wrong?”

	“We was gonter look fer you,” said Blakelock.

	“What the hell for?”

	Blakelock pointed his thumb at the boss lady. “She gave the order.”

	“Go back to the bunkhouse,” Nathanial ordered.

	No one asked where Nathanial had acquired the cougar skin, because the answer was obvious. A deep impression was made on the men, and even Barr appeared respectful, a purple bruise on his cheek.

	“Come with me,” Nathanial told Clarissa as he led his horse to the barn.

	“Where were you?” she asked.

	“On the south range, and a cougar nearly killed me.”

	They entered the barn, where he unsaddled his horse, then rubbed him with a brush. Clarissa watched her big, strong husband in the shadows. “I practically had to shoot Blakelock to get them to look for you.”

	“It’s best to let me handle the men.”

	“What if you’re not here?”

	“Never show fear, and never be without your Colt.”

	She looked at his cougar skin cape. “Sometimes you scare the hell out of me.”

	“You can smell death on the night wind,” he replied in a faraway voice. “Perhaps we should abandon the ranch and go live with the Apaches. They don’t worry about cattle, railroad bills in Congress, or rustlers. They just run free.”

	“And when they want a steer, they take one of ours.”

	“A small price to pay for use of their land.”

	She could not argue, because the land technically belonged to the Apaches, since they were there first. She also opposed slavery and tended to view the world in moralistic terms.

	“Don’t expect me to live with the Apaches,” she said. “The mere thought of them frightens me.”

	“Life with Apaches would make you brave.”

	She clasped him in her arms, cougar skin and all. “I was so worried about you, and never realized how much I need you. Do you know ... have you any inkling ... that you’re the only man for me?”

	She felt warm, eclipsing the cougar’s attack, the cool night air, and the entire Apache nation. He realized that he never could leave her
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