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The dragoons wore their
bandannas over their noses to muffle the noxious odor. Buzzards
dived squawking out of the sky, landing behind the next rise. Each
soldier sought to strengthen himself for the horror that lay
ahead.

Nathanial Barrington
rocked back and forth in the saddle as he approached the crest of
the hill. He’d seen massacres, mutilations, and rapes, but what he
saw went beyond that: The wagons had been burned to the ground and
cadavers were everywhere. Nathanial’s practiced eyes could surmise
where the Apaches had hidden, waiting for the miners. Getting
closer, he could see tattered dresses of women—they’d died
alongside the men, probably firing rifles. Yes, Apaches are
beautiful pastoral nomads and root gatherers, he told himself, but
they’re also brutal murderers. Nathanial Barrington had crossed the
border into Apache bloodlust ...
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Chapter
One

ELEVEN-YEAR-OLD Perico
peered at five antelope grazing in the chaparral ahead. He’d been
stalking all morning, adroitly placing himself upwind of the tasty
beasts. The small herd munched grama grass contentedly, oblivious
to the brown-skinned boy withdrawing a hardwood arrow from his
cougar skin quiver. Silently, Perico strung the arrow and drew back
the catgut string. Oh mighty mountain spirits, send my arrow
true.

The antelope ate their
way across the sun-spangled valley as a barely perceptible shaft
streaked toward them. The hardwood point penetrated the heart of
the biggest buck, poked out the side of his ribs, and the animal’s
knees buckled as he stared blankly into the middle
distance.

The other antelope
galloped off, leaving their dead brother flat on the ground, a red
ribbon extending from his mouth. Perico arose behind a cholla
cactus, advanced toward the carcass, and held his bow and arrow
ready to fire as he searched for movement or sign of
danger.

Satisfied that all was
safe, he dropped to one knee, poked the thigh muscles, and saw many
meals spread before him. How can I bring him back to camp? he
wondered. He hadn’t worked out that minor detail.

He could carry one
haunch on his shoulder, but the rest would be lost, he concluded
regretfully. A lone buzzard squawked in the sky, impatiently
awaiting his share. Perico wished he had a horse, but was not old
enough to buy one. Perhaps, with this kill, my grandfather will
give me a horse.

He stabbed his knife
into the joint where the antelope’s leg attached to his body, when
a threatening sound drifted over the sage. In a second, Perico was
on his belly, still as a lizard. The faint rumble of many riders
was headed in his direction, but Perico needed proof of his kill,
otherwise no one would believe him.

He cocked his ear at
the oncoming sound as frantically he sliced antelope ligaments. The
horses were shod, ridden by the Pindah-lickoyee, the White
Eyes, or the Nakai-yes Mexicans, and they’d scalp him, but
in a few seconds the leg would be loose.

Then he heard a more
ominous sound, as something crashed into the thicket to his right.
Down he went once more, then cautiously peeked around the tail of
the dead antelope. A White Eyes scout was riding in his direction,
and Perico lowered his head. The scout wore a brown beard, buckskin
shirt, and wide-brimmed hat. He appeared looking directly at
Perico, but the boy of the People was motionless and colored as the
desert itself.

Perico felt contempt
for the scout, for he hadn’t seen an enemy in his midst. The
scout’s back disappeared, and Perico knew he should get moving, but
maybe there was time to take the haunch, not to mention the loin.
He raised himself up, sawed bleeding flesh anxiously, as the
soldiers drifted closer. The leg was almost free when he noticed a
fluttering red-and-white flag advancing against the pale blue
sky.

Perico flopped down and
wished he’d fled while he’d had the chance. Dust billowed as the
bluecoat soldiers rode toward him, loaded with equipment, weapons,
and wagons pulled by mules. Then he spotted the flank guard headed
straight for him. With a prayer to the mountain spirits, Perico
tried not to cough as the cloud of dust drifted toward him. The
flank guard was a soldier, not a scout, and Perico prayed he was
half asleep.

The guard’s horse
rumbled onward, and the animal looked straight at Perico, but
Perico didn’t move a muscle. The rider’s face was covered by an
orange bandanna, except for his half-closed eyes. The guard passed
five horse lengths from Perico, but the child of the People was
well hidden. The Chihuahua desert looked the same wherever the
guard looked.

Perico counted soldiers
as they passed, because his grandfather would want to know. Why
would warriors travel with such impediments? the boy of the People
wondered. They need many comforts because they are weak,
dull-witted creatures, easy to attack or elude. I have outsmarted
you this day, bluecoat soldiers. When I am a warrior, you will not
ride away so easily.

It was April 1851, and
the dragoons advanced in a column of twos, their wagons bringing up
the rear, guidon flag fluttering in the breeze. Some soldiers wore
unmilitary sweaters or coats, for it was chilly in the higher
elevations, but their commanding officer was attired in regulation
blue tunic with polished brass buttons, and a wide-brimmed vaquero
hat tipped forward at a rakish angle. He sat erectly in the saddle,
shoulders squared, elbows close to his sides, as his horse carried
him past scraggly trees and sharp-spined cactus.

Lieutenant Nathanial
Barrington was twenty-eight, tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a
thick, dusty blond beard. A New Yorker, he loved the pungent
fragrance of greasewood in the morning, unaware of an Apache boy
lurking less than twenty yards away.

Nathanial rode with his
hand near his new Colt Navy five-shot pistol, .36-caliber. He’d
spotted Apache smoke signals several times since the journey began
and had perceived odd shapes that looked like heads behind
outcroppings of rock.

Attached to his saddle
was a scabbard containing the U.S. dragoons’ standard .54-caliber
U.S. Percussion Rifle, based on the famed Mississippi rifle,
employed by Colonel Jefferson Davis’s Mississippi Rifles during the
Mexican War. A West Point graduate and six-year Army veteran,
Nathanial had received a bullet in the ribs at Palo
Alto.

He turned in his saddle
to examine his bedraggled men. The tension of the march made them
cranky and sullen, and they were prepared to haul iron at a
moment’s notice. Most were fairly good soldiers, but Nathanial also
carried troublemakers and slackers on his roster, plus German
immigrants who didn’t speak the same language as he.

He scanned rabbit and
hackberry bushes, because Apaches could swarm a detachment before
they knew what hit them. America was fighting undeclared war
against the Apaches, but New Mexico was far from Washington, and
most Americans cared little for their frontier Army.

The dragoons were on
their way to the Santa Rita copper mines, at the southern end of
the New Mexico Territory. The United States Boundary Commission was
drawing a new border between Mexico and America, and Nathaniel’s
detachment had been ordered south to reinforce its escort.
According to intelligence reports, approximately 1,200 to 1,400
Apache warriors resided in the area, whereas the Boundary
Commission was defended by 150 officers and men of the Second
Dragoons.

Nathaniel saw movement
ahead and yanked his Mississippi rifle out of the scabbard. “It’s
Pennington, sir,” said Sergeant Duffy, who looked like a cross
between a leprechaun and a gorilla.

Nathanial permitted his
rifle to drop back into its leather bed. Abner Pennington was his
scout, a lean former Texas ranger thirty-five years old, sitting
easily in his saddle as his horse trotted toward Nathanial. When
close, he slowed and raised his right hand in the air. “The copper
mines are straight ahead, sir. We should be there in time for
supper.”

Nathanial turned toward
Sergeant Duffy. “We’ll take a short break—tell the men to spruce
up.”

Sergeant Duffy shouted
commands in his Irish brogue as Nathanial steered his horse toward
a shady willow tree. He climbed down from the saddle, loosened the
cinch beneath his horse’s belly, and hobbled the animal amid clumps
of blue grama grass. Then Nathanial sat beneath the tree and rolled
a cigarette as he watched his men dust themselves off, adjust
equipment on their horses, and blow deposits out the barrels of
their guns.

Nathanial didn’t relish
his assignment and wished he were back in Santa Fe. It was his
first separation from his wife since they’d married, and now he had
a three-month-old son. He saw movement behind a barrel cactus, drew
his Colt Navy, and called: “Sergeant Duffy—there’s something over
there!”

He pointed with the
pistol, and soon Sergeant Duffy was organizing a detail to explore
the disturbance. As the dragoons closed with the cactus, a black
raven swooped away. Everybody relaxed; at least it wasn’t the
Apache nation.

Once Nathanial had
fought an Apache warrior hand-to-hand, and he’d never forget
desperate moments when they’d clawed each other’s eyes and tried to
ram boulders through each other’s skulls. It had been the most
harrowing experience of his life, and he’d survived only because a
stampeding horse separated the combatants, whereupon the Apache
fled.

Apaches constructed no
cotton mills, munitions factories, or general stores. If a warrior
wanted a new caplock rifle, he had to steal it. A harsh land had
produced harsh people. Nathanial hoped he wouldn’t run into an
Apache war party, on his way to the Santa Rita copper
mines.

Perico ran through the
encampment, the haunch of deer bouncing on his shoulder. Everyone
noticed the auspicious event, as he bent beneath his load. He made
his way toward the wickiup of Mangas Coloradas, chief of all
Mimbreno clans and tribes. Six feet, six inches tall, fifty-eight
harvests old, the leader sat in front of his wickiup and bit the
shank of a hardwood arrow, carefully straightening it with his
teeth, as Perico darted into his vision.

“Grandfather!” shouted the boy. “I have seen many bluecoat
soldiers.” He pointed his small finger. “There.”

The warrior chieftain
smiled. “We have been observing them for many suns, but what have
you there, Perico?”

The boy removed the
haunch from his shoulder and held it to his grandfather. “This is
for you, sir. I have killed the antelope, but could not bring more
of him with me.”

“You could
have used a horse, no?”

Perico closed his eyes
in prayer. “Oh Grandfather, if you gave me a horse, I would be so
happy.”

Mangas Coloradas placed
his hands upon the boy’s head. “This is a great day for the People,
for you have brought home the antelope. I will give a pony to the
new hunter. From this day hence, you will be called Antelope
Boy.”

Hammering reverberated
across the valley, as soldiers and workmen repaired abandoned
buildings at the Santa Rita copper mines. Once they’d comprised a
major copper producing region, but Apaches had either killed or
chased all the miners away. Now it was being resurrected, for it
had become headquarters for the U.S. Boundary
Commission.

Nathanial led his
detachment toward a triangular old presidio with parapets at the
corners and the 2nd Dragoons flag in front. Mine shafts could be
seen, and the valley was ringed with high, jagged peaks topped with
snow.

Nathanial headed toward
the command post headquarters, then climbed down from his saddle,
and felt bowlegged as he threw his horse’s reins over the hitching
post. Drawing himself to his full six feet and two inches, he
opened the door and saw a deeply tanned sergeant sitting behind the
desk. “I’m Lieutenant Barrington, and I’ve just arrived with my
detachment from Fort Marcy. Where do you want us?”

The sergeant arose
behind his desk. “I’m Barnes, and we’re glad to see you. In case
you ain’t noticed, there’s Apaches sittin’ up there on the ledges,
watching us. They’re fixin’ to steal our horses, I’d say, so stay
on your guard. You’ll have to use your tents till we finish fixin’
up the buildings. Pitch ’em anywhere you like.”

A door opened behind
Sergeant Barnes’s desk, and a short wiry colonel with gray mustache
and goatee appeared. He looked at Nathanial and said, “Who might
you be?”

“Lieutenant
Nathanial Barrington reporting, sir.”

“I’m
Colonel Craig—and it sure took you long enough to get here.
Sergeant Barnes will take care of your men—I’d like to have a word
with you in private.”

Nathanial followed the
colonel into his office, which had front and rear windows providing
mountain views. Colonel Craig sat behind his desk. “See any Apaches
on your way here?”

“No, but
there were smoke signals.”

“According
to scouting reports, more Apaches have been coming to this area
since we’ve arrived. We may be headed for a showdown, so prepare
yourself accordingly. This isn’t going to be a
vacation.”

“Looks like
you’re building permanent quarters, sir. How long will this detail
last?”

Craig frowned. “Hard to
say, but that’s what happens when you put political hacks in
charge. We’re just an escort service for the Boundary Commission,
but they don’t know anything about Apaches.”

“Is John
Bartlett here?”

“Of
course—he’s in charge of the Boundary Commission. Why do you
ask?”

“I know the
gentleman. He used to own a bookshop in New York City, where I’m
from.”

“Bartlett
may be a great scholar, but most of his equipment hasn’t arrived,
perhaps because his brother is in charge of his commissary. We’ve
got to sit tight and wait while Apaches are looking down our
throats. And if Apaches weren’t enough, Bartlett has hired the
dregs of Texas for muleskinners, guards, assistants, and so forth,
and they’re always fighting amongst themselves.” Colonel Craig
looked both ways, then lowered his voice. “There’s talk of gold in
this area, and we’ve had three desertions already. If you want more
information about local conditions, the most knowledgeable man is
our interpreter, John Cremony, who speaks Mexican and used to be in
the Army. Be careful what you say around him, because he’s a
newspaperman.”

“I’d like
to have a talk with Mr. Bartlett, sir. We’re not exactly old
friends, but my mother knew him fairly well. I ought to pay my
respects.”

“By all
means, and perhaps you can convince him to wait for his equipment
in a safer spot, such as Santa Fe. Welcome to the Apache nation,
Lieutenant Barrington. It’s going to be a hell of a summer, I’m
afraid.”

The great chief Mangas
Coloradas sat cross-legged on a ridge high in the Santa Rita
Mountains and peered down at bluecoat soldiers repairing the
presidio. What are they doing here? he wondered. They aren’t
working the mines, but perhaps that will come later. A new
detachment had arrived that day. Is their intention war against the
People?

The Mimbreno chief
didn’t want White Eyes in the People’s homeland, but hesitated to
make war on his own. He knew well the massed firepower of the White
Eyes, especially since many of his friends and relatives would be
among the missing.

The copper mine shafts
looked like gaping, anguished mouths to Mangas Coloradas, because
the worst massacre in the People’s history had occurred on the
ground below. Only sixteen harvests in the past, a group of Mexican
and American miners had invited the Mimbreno Apaches to a big feast
at the Santa Rita copper mines, with all the whiskey a warrior
could drink.

The People had come in
great numbers, including Chief Juan José and a respected sub-chief
known as Mangas Coloradas. They didn’t guess that cannon were
hidden behind foliage, and at the height of the feast, when the
people were gorged with food and whiskey, the cannon boomed jagged
metal at unsuspecting men, women, and children. Chief Juan José had
been killed in the first volley, but wounded Mangas Coloradas had
managed to crawl away.

Mangas Coloradas would
never forget that horrific afternoon. The enemies collected one
hundred fifty pesos for every male Apache scalp, one hundred for a
woman, and fifty for a child. Mangas Coloradas hated, despised, and
loathed the Nakai-yes, but tried to maintain an open mind
regarding the Pindah-lickoyee.

Mangas Coloradas
avoided contact with White Eyes, but occasionally a group of young
warriors eager for glory and booty had taken them on. Most of the
People considered themselves at peace with the White Eyes, although
they weren’t happy to see more arriving at the Santa Rita copper
mines.

Three years ago, at the
copper mines below, Mangas Coloradas had smoked with the White Eyes
war father called General Kearny, who ordered him to stop raiding
into Mexico. Mangas Coloradas tried to explain that the People had
declared war against the Mexicans, but General Kearny refused to
understand. Ever since, Mangas Coloradas knew the White Eyes had
different hearts from the People, and there was something
unbalanced about them, despite their wonderful weapons, fine
horses, and splendid uniforms.

Mangas Coloradas gazed
at soldiers like blue bugs rebuilding the settlement below. The
People depended upon his decisions, but he found no ready solution
to increasing numbers of White Eyes soldiers. He could wipe out the
ones below, but more would surely come, with cannon that blew
mountains apart.

I must make no hostile
moves, he counseled himself, and I will keep my wild young warriors
under tight control. Meanwhile, it would be wise to ask the Nednai,
Bedonko, and Chiricahua People to confer with us, for these
mountains are sacred to all the People. If the White Eyes attack us
here, they will pay a heavy price.

John R. Bartlett, chief
of the U.S. Boundary Commission, sat at the table in front of his
ambulance and sketched the old triangular presidio on his notepad,
taking special care with Moorish towers at each corner. A writer,
lecturer, artist, bookseller, and former secretary of the New-York
Historical Society, he was forty-six years old, married, and had
two daughters back in New York City.

He hadn’t been first
choice to lead the Boundary Commission, a fact that rankled his
sensitive pride. Andre Sevier, the eminent engineer, had been the
original selection, but he’d died before assuming the position.
Then John B. Wellsey, president of Bowdoin College, had been
appointed, but removed due to his alleged squandering of public
moneys. The third choice had been most illustrious thus far, John
C. Fremont himself, the Great Pathfinder, who’d mapped much of
California, the Rocky Mountains, and the Great Basin. But Fremont
resigned after accepting the position, and around that time,
Bartlett had been seeking government employment.

Despite Bartlett’s
academic credentials and honors, and his publication of a widely
sold book of American colloquialisms, he’d never earned much
income. But he’d been active in New York Whig politics, and a New
York Whig, Millard Fillmore, had just become president of the
United States. Bartlett had been fourth choice for leader of the
Boundary Commission, his pay three thousand dollars per year, a
tremendous amount by his usual meager standards.

Unfortunately, he knew
nothing about surveying and mapmaking and had never met an Indian
prior to his arrival in Texas. He’d led a cosmopolitan New York
intellectual life far from bullwhackers, muleskinners, scouts,
guides, and quarrelsome army officers. Bartlett wanted to discharge
his duties conscientiously, but logistics and bad planning were
delaying his expedition.

While waiting for
special instruments to arrive, he passed his time sketching
landscapes. Broad, ragged strokes represented the Santa Rita
Mountains, when he became aware of a tall soldier walking toward
him, a wide-brimmed hat on the back of his head. Oh-oh, thought
Bartlett, it’s the Army.

“Mister
Bartlett—remember me?” asked the blond-bearded first
lieutenant.

Bartlett examined him
closely, but no connection came to mind. “Have we met?”

“My mother
visited your bookstore at the Astor Hotel, and a few times I
accompanied her. I’m Nathanial Barrington, son of Amalia
Barrington.”

Bartlett blinked his
eyes as he recalled his well-appointed bookshop across the street
from City Hall and Barnum’s American Museum. Amalia Barrington had
been one of his best customers. “I didn’t recognize you behind that
beard, Nathanial,” said Bartlett jokingly as he arose from the
table. In truth, he barely remembered Nathanial, although he’d
never forget the mother. “Were you with the bunch that arrived
today?”

“Yes—from
Fort Marcy.”

They shook hands as
Bartlett recalled gossip regarding Amalia Barrington’s scandalous
son. The big officer standing before him was supposed to be a
thoroughgoing scoundrel, rake, and drunkard, but it was good to see
somebody from home. “Perhaps you can help me with Colonel Craig.
I’m afraid his bellicose nature will set the Apaches against
us.”

“The
colonel is concerned about your safety, sir.” Nathanial glanced
about, then said casually, “You wouldn’t happen to have any spirits
around?”

“The last
thing we need here is liquor, and if the Apaches ever get their
hands on some, I shudder to think of what might happen.”

Nathanial thought it
odd to view the former elegant Astor Hotel bookseller wearing work
clothes in the middle of the Apache homeland. The big city on the
Hudson linked them in a strange indefinable way. “The Army has had
much experience with Apaches, sir, and the colonel knows what he’s
talking about.”

“Have you
ever met an Apache?” asked Bartlett, cocking an eye.

“I’ve been
in a few fights with them.”

“That’s
what I’m talking about. The military mind can’t imagine peace. I’ve
conducted considerable research on ethnology, and it’s my belief
that primitive people can be reasoned with.”

Nathanial raised his
eyes to the hues and hollows of the Santa Rita Mountains, where
Apaches were watching. “Friends of mine have been killed by them,
sir, and I’ve seen results of Apache depredations with my own eyes.
One of their favorite tricks is to stake a man in the sun, wrap wet
rawhide around his skull, and as the rawhide shrinks, it slowly
crushes his skull. The Apaches outnumber us about ten to one in
this area, and we can’t be too careful.”

Bartlett waved his
finger in the air. “It is exactly that kind of thinking which
provokes violence. Is there any way to invite them into our
camp?”

Nathanial leaned toward
him. “Mister Bartlett—you don’t understand. You invite Apaches down
here, they’ll cut your throat when you’re looking in the other
direction.”

“The
military mind is always suspicious,” sighed Bartlett. “How many
times have soldiers dragged their nations into war? Napoleon is a
good example of the dangers of military men making diplomatic
decisions. I wonder if I could talk to their chief, Mangas
Coloradas? Perhaps we can reach an agreement, and they can help us
with our work here.”

This man is a fool,
mused Nathanial. But he’s in charge, and he’s an acquaintance of my
mother’s. “When do you expect your equipment to arrive?”

“Another
month or two, I’d estimate.”

“Sir, I
don’t think it’s wise to sit idly in the middle of Apaches for two
months.”

“John
Cremony made the identical remark at breakfast today?”

“Perhaps
you should take his advice.”

“In my
opinion, it was journalists like Cremony that drove President
Zachary Taylor to his grave.”

“What’s
Cremony’s experience with Apaches?” inquired Nathanial.

“He was
riding point a few days ago and ran into a war party. He barely
escaped with his life.”

“How?”

“Why don’t
you ask the great genius himself? His tent is just over that
hill.”

The newspaperman’s tent
was pitched alongside a meandering stream, and Nathanial approached
cautiously because it was six hundred yards from the presidio,
hidden behind a hill, shaded by a cottonwood tree. This interpreter
will probably get himself beheaded by Apaches one of these days,
thought Nathanial.

The campsite was silent
as Nathanial drew his Colt Navy and thumbed back the hammer. Why
did he come all the way over here? wondered the first lieutenant of
dragoons. Doesn’t he realize that Apaches love creeping up on
solitary individuals?

A head poked outside, a
fleshy smile ensued, and a plumpish man appeared, not the victim of
Apaches that Nathanial had expected. “What’s the gun for,
Lieutenant?”

“Don’t you
know there are Apaches out here?”

“I should
hope so. I want to talk with them. You must be the new officer who
just arrived. How many men did you bring with you?”

“Forty.”

Cremony scowled. “The
Army never sends enough to really do the job.”

“All the
more reason not to pitch your tent this far from the presidio. A
war party might be sneaking up on us even as we speak.”

“Apaches
don’t want trouble any more than we. I know what they want.” He
took out his bag of tobacco. “This. Want some?”

“You
wouldn’t have any whiskey lying around, do you?”

“The last
thing you want is whiskey around Apaches. They go completely loco
when they get likkered up.” Cremony grinned like a shark against a
background of sagebrush and ocotillo. “You have a curious mind,
otherwise you wouldn’t have come to talk with me, because
everybody’s afraid of the newspaperman, am I right?”

“They’re
afraid you’ll write some dirty lie about them and ruin their
careers. But I’m planning to resign my commission, so I don’t give
a damn what you say about me.”

“I have no
whiskey, but I can offer you a good cup of coffee.”

They sat at the fire,
and Cremony poured black coffee from a tin pot into a tin cup. “I
take it you haven’t had many friendly dealings with Apaches,” he
said, as he handed the cup to Nathanial.

“I’ve had a
few encounters, but they weren’t of a social nature.”

“That’s
understandable,” replied Cremony, “because an Apache is trained
from earliest infancy to regard all others as his natural enemies.
They’ll kill you in a second if they calculate they can get away
with it. And if you look calmly, you’ll see one sitting about
twenty yards to your right.”

Nathanial blanched.
“He’s not pointing a bow and arrow at me I hope.”

“He wants
us to invite him over for a plug of tobacco.”

“Let him
find tobacco elsewhere. Is he alone?”

“As far as
I can see.”

“I think we
should start walking slowly back to the presidio.”

“Don’t be
afraid, Lieutenant. What if your men see you in this
state?”

Cremony took a corncob
pipe out of his shirt and stuffed the bowl with Virginia burly into
which a few pinches of Turkish latakia had been mixed. He lit it,
puffed mightily, and his head disappeared in a blue cloud. Then he
arose and walked in the direction of the Apache.

Nathanial was tempted
to yank his Colt, as Cremony beckoned with the pipe. “Have some
tobacco,” he said to the chaparral.

An Apache in his
mid-thirties arose slowly. No weapons could be seen in his hands,
but a knife was sheathed at his belt. “Baccy?” he asked.

“Come on,”
encouraged Cremony. “Have a puff.”

The Apache advanced
uncertainly, and Nathanial realized that the savage was taking a
big chance for tobacco. He must be confident he can handle us,
thought Nathanial.

The Apache’s eyes
darted suspiciously as he advanced, but his leathery face wore a
smile. “Baccy.” He accepted the pipe from Cremony and took a
puff.

“It is
yours,” said Cremony. “A gift from me.”

“The pipe?”
asked the Apache.

“And this.”
Cremony held out the pouch.

The Apache appeared
puzzled. “Why you give these things me?”

“We want to
be friends, because we come in peace.”

“If you
come in peace, why soldiers too?” The Apache looked at Nathanial,
who tried to grin pleasantly, his right hand hovering in proximity
to his service revolver.

“In case of
trouble.”

“We no make
trouble.”

“What is
your name?”

“I am
Nana.”

Nathanial stared at the
half-naked savage, and noted that the insides of his upper arms
were tattooed with crudely drawn circles, stars, and jagged
lines.

“What you
do here?” asked Nana as he puffed his new pipe.

“Measure
the land.”

Nana appeared confused.
“For what purpose?’

“We make a
boundary between us and the Nakai-yes.”

“How long
you stay?”

“A few
moons.”

“More
soldier come?”

“Maybe.
Where do you live?”

Nana pointed behind
him. “The mountains.”

“You must
tell your chief we want peace.”

“We too
want peace,” said Nana.

The Apache puffed his
pipe, poised for danger. Nathanial had never studied an Apache at
his leisure, and took note of the sunbaked skin, small nose, and
slanted oriental eyes. Nana had risked his life for a few puffs of
tobacco.

Then the Apache’s eyes
took on a sly look. “You have whiskey?”

“Whiskey
bad for Indian,” replied Cremony.

“If whiskey
bad for Indian, why not also bad for white man?”

“It’s bad
for everybody.”

The Apache held up the
pouch of tobacco. “Many thanks for baccy.” He arose, glanced about,
and strode away quickly.

“Now
there’s a brave man,” said Nathanial, watching him disappear into
the chaparral.

“He didn’t
come just for the tobacco,” replied Cremony. “He came to look
around. And it’s just the beginning.”

The Mexican captive boy
sat sullenly in front of his owner’s wickiup, watching other
children play on the far side of the encampment. Twelve years old,
Savero had been six when the Apaches visited his village early one
morning. He still recalled the screams of his mother as she was
massacred in the adjoining room. Older than most Mexicans when
captured, he remembered a civilized life that the others had
forgotten.

Apache captives were
adopted into their respective families, but not Savero. He was used
mostly as a slave by his owner, old Taza. Savero refused to accept
the holy life-way, although he practiced it on the surface. He
especially disliked Antelope Boy, who was considered so wonderful
by the Apaches, and a favorite of his grandfather, the great chief
Mangas Coloradas. I hope they all die, thought Savero.

Savero needed allies,
but all he had was Taza’s other captive child, the nine-year-old
José, stolen when three years old. Unfortunately, José enjoyed
being an Apache.

Sometimes Savero wanted
to burst into tears. Never would he forget his mother’s savage
death, but had no idea how his father had died. He remembered the
village priest strung up by his heels over a fire. Lost in tragic
memories, Savero didn’t notice Taza approaching, a stick in his
hand. Taza was in his fifties, narrow of shoulder, pot-bellied,
with thin legs. Before Savero could raise his arm, the stick came
crashing down on his head.

“You lazy
little devil!” shouted Taza, whacking the stick across the boy’s
hindquarters. “You haven’t gathered the firewood yet! You useless
little ...”

Savero ran toward the
wilderness, as nearby Apaches laughed at his predicament. Soon he
was out of sight, crouching beneath a purple prickly pear cactus,
trying to catch his breath. I will kill that old man one day, he
swore.

The fiery sun sank
through molten red clouds, as Nana returned to the encampment. In
addition to being a warrior of the People, he was also a
di-yin medicine man, not as dumb as he looked to the White
Eyes. He turned his horse loose in the grazing meadow, then made
his way to the wickiup of Mangas Coloradas. The great chief’s first
wife roasted the haunch of an antelope over hot coals as the
medicine man approached. “Where is Mangas Coloradas?”

She pointed toward the
wickiup, then Nana said loudly, “I have spoken with the White
Eyes.”

“Come in,”
said the deep voice of Mangas Coloradas.

Nana entered the
wickiup, a hut made of branches and leaves with a smoke hole on
top. The great chief of the Mimbrenos lay on antelope and deer
skins, resting his head on his hand. Nana held out his handful of
tobacco. “They gave me this. Perhaps we should smoke
it.”

Mangas Coloradas found
his clay pipe, then passed it to Nana, who thumbed tobacco into the
bowl. A few hot coals burned in the firepit, and Nana caught one
between two twigs, then dropped the red-hot ball onto the tobacco.
He filled his lungs, then passed the pipe to Mangas
Coloradas.

“I visited
the lone White Eyes,” reported Nana. “A soldier was there, we
smoked together, and they said they want peace with us.”

Mangas Coloradas
chuckled. “They want peace because there are so few of them. If
they were numerous, they would attack us. The White Eyes do not
fool me.”

“The camp
is strong, but it can be taken.”

“If they
truly want peace, we shall give it to them. Go back, talk more, and
find out all you can.

The officers’ mess
consisted of one partially reconstructed room in the presidio, with
a long table down the middle. Nathanial imagined ghosts of
long-forgotten Mexican lancers lurking in the shadows as he sat for
his first supper of the Santa Rita copper mines.

In the light of
candles, his companions were the usual mixed lot of patriots,
time-servers, and bumbling fools, and he wondered into what
category they were placing him. Colonel Craig sat at the head of
the table, while his executive officer, Captain Edward Stewart of
Louisiana, was perched at the foot. Platters of roast beef and
biscuits were placed before the officers by a crew of soldier
waiters struggling not to spill a drop on anyone’s
uniform.

Nathanial looked
hungrily at red meat steaming before his eyes, but had to wait for
grace. He couldn’t help thinking of his wife and son in Santa Fe,
and felt odd in the presence of strange officers. His little dining
room had radiated warmth and love, whereas the officers mess was
cold, grim, official.

Before the prayer,
Colonel Craig smiled and said: “Gentlemen, I would like to
introduce the new member of our escort, if you haven’t met him
already. He’s Lieutenant Nathanial Barrington, and he hails from
New York City, but we won’t hold that against him.”

There were a few
chuckles as everyone shook hands with Nathanial. Then Colonel Craig
said grace, and Nathanial recalled Maria Dolores performing that
function at home. One of the reasons he’d married her was she was a
good religious woman, the kind you could rely on, or so he wanted
to believe.

“Lieutenant
Barrington knew Mister Bartlett in New York,” added Colonel Craig.
“Perhaps Lieutenant Barrington can talk some sense into
him.”

“We weren’t
exactly friends,” admitted Nathanial, “but my mother was one of his
customers.”

Lieutenant Leonard
Harper, a lanky Georgian, said: “I visited New York once, and I’ll
never forget Broadway at night. Within twenty blocks you could buy
anything you wanted, and I mean anything.”

Lieutenant Jack Whipple
of Alabama scowled. “Bartlett is a symptom of what’s wrong with
America. Political connections are more important than experience
and merit.”

Colonel Craig turned to
Nathanial. “You spoke with Bartlett today. What did he say about
the Apaches?”

All eyes turned toward
the new officer, and he knew they were weighing his every twitch.
“He believes we should make friends with them.”

“And make
it easier for them to slit our throats?” replied Lieutenant Bob
Medlowe, from Michigan. “Bartlett believes the lion should lie down
with the lamb, but I’m no lamb.”

“Neither am
I,” said Colonel Craig. “Well, Barrington—will you have another
talk with him?”

Nathanial peered
through the window of the adobe hut. One scientist read a book,
another a manuscript, and the third a map, while Bartlett wrote on
a pad, and a fifth man polished the lens of a sextant.

It was as though they
were in a laboratory in New York, instead of the Apache homeland.
Nathanial rapped on the door, and it was opened by one of the
scientists, a slender man with eyeglasses perched on his nose, and
hair growing out of his nostrils. “Yes?”

“I’d like
to speak with Mister Bartlett.”

“Come in,
Nathanial!” said the high-pitched voice of Bartlett. “Let me
introduce you to my colleagues.”

Nathanial shook hands
with the assembled surveyors, botanists, chemists, and students of
rocks.

“Have a
seat, Nathanial,” said Bartlett. “Want some coffee?” A tin cup
materialized in front of the West Pointer, and black, oleaginous
liquid was poured inside. “Is this an official visit?”

“Just
wondered how you were getting along,” Nathanial replied. “The Army
wants you to be happy here.”

“I hope
you’re not going to deliver another of those boring military
lectures on the evils of the Apaches.”

“As a
matter of fact,” replied Nathanial, “we have reason to believe an
attack might be imminent.”

“It is
my belief that the Apaches don’t want trouble any more than
we, but I suppose military minds are trained to think in terms of
attacks and repulsions.”

Nathanial sipped his
coffee, far superior to the watered tar in the officers’ mess.
“I’ve never heard of peace-loving Apaches, but maybe you’re
right.”

“Until the
instruments arrive,” replied Bartlett, “I was thinking perhaps we
should take a little jaunt down Mexico way.”

Nathanial blanched.
“Sir, the worst Apaches are down Mexico way. You’ll ride into a
nest of hornets, except hornets generally don’t kill
you.”

“There you
go spreading panic and fear.” Bartlett sighed. “Perhaps we can buy
fruit and vegetables. Our diet is terribly boring.”

“It’s worse
than boring,” added Dr. Charles Webb, the Boundary Commission’s
resident physician. “I’ve got a mild case of scurvy, and so have
most of the men. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to buy ascorbutics,
John. If the scurvy continues, the men won’t be worth much when the
instruments arrive. Hell, they’re not much even in the best of
circumstances.’

The scientists chortled
amongst themselves, as Nathanial studied them carefully. They
seemed a different breed from soldiers who lived with Sister Death
at their elbows. Nathanial felt like an ignorant bumpkin before
them, but that didn’t prevent him from suggesting: “Why not go
north to Albuquerque?”

“It would
be beneficial to study the territory in which we shall work,”
explained Bartlett, “and that’s to the south. I’m told there’s good
range for horses, so I could save on feed. Perhaps I can set up
supply lines with local farmers.”

“I wonder
if Apaches get scurvy,” said Dr. Webb. “Do you know what they eat,
Lieutenant Barrington?”

“Anything
with meat on his bones, and they have a strange cultural quirk of
massacring strangers, but perhaps it’s a lie, and the savages are
really agrarian poets and philosophers.”

“I don’t
mean to be disputatious,” replied Bartlett, “but I think the Army
does misunderstand, and I suspect much of the turmoil with
Indians is provoked by soldiers themselves.”

Nathanial smiled,
because he was a fiercely disciplined man. “We’ll have an
opportunity to test your theory if we go south, sir.”

The horses were
gathered behind a newly constructed wood fence, and a three-quarter
moon cast a silver sheen over their great sloping backs. Nathanial
leaned his elbow on the fence as he searched for his horse, Duke
II.

Duke II was a sleek
chestnut roan with a black mane and huge, luminous eyes. He’d been
named after the horse Nathanial had ridden in the Mexican War.
Standing among other mounts, Duke II peered suspiciously at
Nathanial, who’d acquired him from a trader in Santa Fe.

Nathanial slipped
through the slats and approached his horse, while the other animals
gazed solemnly at him. As he drew closer, one of them neighed and
shook his head. Nathanial touched his hand to his horse’s long
nose. “How’re they treating you, boy? I wish I had an apple, but
there aren’t any in this part of the world.”

Duke II didn’t shy
away, for he and Nathanial had gone on many scouts together. Duke
II had even met Nathanial’s little son, not to mention his woman,
so considered himself a member of the family.

Nathanial felt at peace
with the horses, as faraway mountains were outlined against
swirling constellations. The mighty equines continued examining
him, and he wondered what they were thinking, or whether they could
think at all.

Nathanial loved the
vast expanses of the Southwest, but it seemed unnatural to go to
bed without kissing his son, and as for his wife, mere words could
not describe the many ways he missed her. Despite periodic
disagreements, and the crockery she sometimes threw at him, not to
mention pots and pans, he still considered her the most delicious
creature in the universe.

I need a drink, he
thought. He wondered how to obtain one, when he heard men’s voices
nearby. Holding himself still, he recognized the blue uniforms and
orange bandannas of the U.S. Dragoons. What the hell’s going on? he
wondered, as he drew his revolver.

The two soldiers drew
closer, and moonlight flashed on the saddles they carried. They
approached the edge of the corral. “Don’t take all night to make up
yer mind,” said one of them.

“I already
know which one I want,” replied the other.

Nathanial watched the
soldiers slip bridles over the heads of their selections. They were
preparing to desert the U.S. Army. Nathanial stepped out of the
darkness. “Going somewhere?”

One deserter had the
face of a weasel, and the other a duck. “I knowed this was a
mistake,” wheezed the latter.

“The next
step,” said Nathanial, “is the provost marshal’s office. Get
moving.”

The weasel hurled his
saddle at Nathanial, who triggered his Colt. The bullet hit the
saddle, then the big leather apparatus landed on top of him. He
pushed it out of the way, his arm entangled in a stirrup, as
something clubbed him over the head. He staggered beneath the blow,
the horses disappeared, and when he opened his eyes, he was lying
on his back, and the deserters aimed their rifles at his
chest.

A voice came to them
from the presidio. “What the hell’s going on over
there?”

“Deserters!” shouted Nathanial.

The weasel said, “Maybe
they’ll catch us, but yer a-gonna die, you fancy pants
son-of-a-bitch.”

The weasel aimed his
rifle at Nathanial, who lashed out his left foot. His toe caught
the barrel, the rifle fired, and lead blasted the ground near
Nathanial’s hip. Then Nathanial dived onto the rifle, trying to
yank it out of the weasel’s hands, while the duck poised his rifle
for a slam into Nathanial’s left ear.

A rifle shot shattered
the fragile silence of the night. “Hold it right thar!” said a
voice at the edge of the corral. “Next time I’ll shoot to
kill.”

A corporal aimed the
shotgun into the corral, and Nathanial snatched the rifle from the
weasel, turned the barrel around, and aimed it at the deserter’s
head.

“Sir,”
cautioned the corporal, “don’t do anything you might regret
later.”

Nathanial looked at the
distended pupils of the deserter. “You’re under arrest, and I hope
they put you before a firing squad. Corporal, form a detail and
march them to the stockade.”

Several soldiers with
weapons drawn marched the prisoners toward the presidio. I need a
drink, Nathanial told himself. But there was no drink at the Santa
Rita copper mines, as far as he knew. Yet surely a soldier from
Kentucky or Tennessee had a still, because the dragoons were
exceedingly clever when it came to whiskey. If they applied the
same intelligence to their duties, Nathanial reflected, America
would have the finest Army in the world.

It was night at the
Apache encampment, and Taza snored in his corner of the wickiup,
his great belly heaving with every respiration, his mouth hanging
open. Savero was tempted to drop something vile inside Taza’s
throat, like a dead grasshopper. He stole me from my parents,
Savero thought, and probably killed my mother.

Savero lay on smelly
animal skins next to little José, Taza’s other captive boy. In the
darkness Savero slithered closer and gently shook the younger boy’s
shoulder. José opened his eyes and tensed, as Savero placed his
hand over José’s mouth. “Ssshhh. I want to talk with
you.”

José angrily pushed
Savero’s wrist away. “Leave me alone!”

“Please, I
want to ...”

José turned his back to
Savero, leaving the older boy biting his lower lip. José is more
Apache than Mexican, he realized with sinking heart. My most likely
ally is someone like me, who remembers his Mexican
mother.

Savero knew every
captive in the camp, and most had been captured young, like José,
but he knew that Francisco, captive of Delgadito, had been taken
when old enough to remember his mother. I will talk with him,
decided Savero. Perhaps he too is searching for a friend to help
him escape these accursed people.

After locking the
deserters in jail, Corporal Hannigan walked back to the command
post to write his report. He was acting Sergeant of the Guard,
responsible for the security of the tiny encampment. Jittery, he
reached for his Colt Dragoon when a footstep sounded beside
him.

“Relax,
Corporal,” said a friendly voice, as Lieutenant Barrington
sauntered toward him. “The deserters give you any
trouble?”

“No, sir.
Hope they didn’t hurt you too bad.”

“As a
matter of fact, I think the tussle opened my old war wound. It
hurts like hell and about the only thing that helps is whiskey.
There wouldn’t happen to be any around, would there?”

Corporal Hannigan shook
his head vehemently. “No sir—the colonel doesn’t permit whiskey in
camp.”

Nathanial winked. “I’m
sure there’s a fellow in one of those tents, making a batch. I’d be
grateful if you’d get me some, because it’s the only way to beat
the pain.”

Corporal Hannigan
looked from side to side, making sure no one was eavesdropping.
“I’ll see what I can do, sir.”

 


Chief Mangas Coloradas
sat cross-legged at the mouth of a cave high in the mountains and
gazed at isolated flickering lights in the soldier camp below. In
generations to come, he calculated, the White Eyes will swarm over
the People’s homeland, building towns and snuffing out the holy
life-way.

What will become of the
Yusn the Life-giver and the mountain spirits when there are no
People to worship them? wondered Mangas Coloradas. How many
generations will it take for the White Eyes to destroy us? In the
darkness below he imagined bluecoat soldiers slaughtering women and
children indiscriminately. The great chief shuddered with fear, not
for himself, but for those he loved.

Is this the beginning
of their military conquest? he wondered. Are they starting with few
numbers because they don’t care to provoke us yet? I could kill
them all, but that might make matters worse.

His heart ached with
the gravity of responsibilities. They called him the great chief
Mangas Coloradas because of his many accomplishments, but his
strength was leaving him, his vision blurred, and when it came to
young maidens, they barely interested him.

Unlike some warriors
and sub-chiefs, Mangas Coloradas respected the power of the White
Eyes. Once, burdened with a herd of stolen cattle, he’d been
attacked by bluecoat soldiers, and in the confusion, he’d fought
one hand-to-hand, a big strong White Eyes war chief with sunny
hair. Until that moment, Mangas Coloradas had considered the White
Eyes weaklings, but would never take them lightly again.

I am at the age when I
should have wisdom, Mangas Coloradas told himself. What should I
do?

Nathanial’s tent was
pitched twenty yards from his detachment, within sight of the
presidio. His orderly had set up his cot, desk, and chair, with his
map in the top drawer. Nathanial took out the map and traced with
his finger the route he’d taken from Santa Fe. The Mexicans called
it La Journada del Muertos, the Deadman’s March, because of
Apaches. Maria Dolores and little Zachary Taylor Barrington were
two hundred and fifty miles away, and Nathanial especially missed
them in the evening. It was a pleasure to feast his eyes upon his
shapely wife, while his son was a continual delight.

The night was cool; he
threw his cape over his shoulders. He dreaded sleeping alone, with
disturbing dreams instead of his voluptuous wife. Bootsteps
approached, and he whipped out his service revolver. “Who’s
there?”

“Corporal
Hannigan, sir. Got somethin’ fer you.”

The corporal entered
the tent, didn’t bother to salute, and reached into his back
pocket, from which he withdrew a pint bottle. “I was able to find
this, sir. You got somethin’ I can pour it in?”

Nathanial located his
silver flash, a gift from his club when he left New York City.
Corporal Hannigan poured crystal clear liquid from one container to
the other. “That ought to take care of your aches and pains,
sir.”

“What do I
owe you?”

“Consider
it a gift from the men, sir.”

Nathanial knew he was
breaking a regulation, but needed something to settle him down.
“Tell them I appreciate it, but nobody gets any special
favors.”

“Oh no,
sir. It’s not like that.” The corporal tossed a casual salute, then
retreated through the tent flap, leaving Lieutenant Nathanial
Barrington alone
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