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Chapter 1

Fort Apache—August 1881

SAM BOWMAN SLOUCHED in a chair, conscious of the eyes drilling into him from every side. The other men were waiting for him to speak, but he wasn’t sure how to say what he had to say. He only knew he had to say it. He was aware that his dark skin set him apart from the others. His hatchetlike features and dark eyes marked him as somehow different from them.

General Eugene Carr drummed his fingers impatiently on the desk. “Come on, Sam. Obviously, something happened out there. What was it?”

“I quit,” Bowman said. The silence that greeted his announcement seemed to sweep toward him like a noxious, invisible cloud. It wrapped around him and started to squeeze. He was having trouble breathing.

Lieutenant Thomas Cruse was the first to break the silence. “Sam,” Cruse said, “what in hell are you talking about? You can’t quit.”

“The hell I can’t. I can and I just did.”

“But why?” It was Carr now, his voice tinged with disbelief and hinting at anger barely controlled. He tugged at his white mustache, his green eyes flashing. “Sam, what did you see? What were they doing?”

“Dancing.”

“Dancing? That’s all, that’s why you want to quit?” Cruse asked in disbelief. “I don’t see …”

“Tom, I seen this kind of dancing before. It always means trouble. Always. I don’t want no part of it.”

J. C. Tiffany, the San Carlos agent, put in his two cents, as Sam had known he would. “Why don’t we just bring in the medicine man? That’ll put an end to it, won’t it?” Tiffany shifted his bulk in the chair, but kept his nervous hands clasped over his substantial gut.

“I think that’s a good idea,” Carr said. “We’ll talk to him, see what he’s up to, and that’ll be that.”

“No,” Bowman snapped. “That won’t be that. It ain’t just the medicine man. Noch-ay-del-klinne ain’t the problem by hisself. It ain’t even what he’s tellin’ them. It’s what they think he means.”

“And what is he telling them?” Carr asked.

“All kinds of stuff. Bullshit, mostly, gobbledygook, but they take it and run with it. All of ‘em. They’re comin’ in from all over. There’s hundreds of ‘em. I never seen anything like it in my life. There’s all sorts of Apaches there, bands that most times would slit each other’s gullets, as like as not. But not now. Now they’re all brothers. They all listen to him, then they dance, and when they’re done dancin’, they talk, all night sometimes. They been doin’ it for near a month now. And we can’t stop it. We try, there’ll be hell to pay.”

“What, exactly, is he telling them, Sam?” Carr leaned forward, almost halfway across his desk now, looking like he was fixing to get up, but he stayed there, as if his hands were glued to the desktop.

“He says that when the corn is all the way ripe, the White Eyes will leave. He says they have to, because the great chiefs want to come back, the dead ones, and they can’t come back until the white man leaves. There’s more than a few ready to help that happen. And once it starts, there’ll be no end of it. I don’t need that kind of trouble. Nobody does.”

“So what do you suggest?” Tiffany demanded. “Do we cut and run? Is that it? Do we just walk out of the territory, leave the land, give it back to them?”

Bowman’s voice was almost a whisper when he answered. “The way they see it, it ain’t ours to give. It’s their land. And they mean to have it back. Plain and simple.”

“But there’s coal, there’s silver, gold, copper, there’s good timber and good ranch land. We have responsibilities to the people who’ve come here to settle. We can’t ask them to leave their land, their possessions.”

Bowman leaned back in the chair. Tiffany was getting right to it, and Bowman was ready. “You ask the Apaches to do that, don’t you, Tiffany? We give the Chiricahuas a reservation in their own territory, then we rip ‘em up and move them here. We tell the Warm Springs they can stay at Ojo Caliente, but they ain’t in New Mexico anymore, are they, Tiffany? They’re here, too. We tell ‘em to learn to farm, then push ‘em off the farms, make ‘em leave melons rotting in the fields because somebody digs up some copper or some land company wants to run cattle. We do that. You do that. And you have the sand to sit there and tell me we can’t make people move?” Bowman shook his head.

“You’re a half-breed, aren’t you, Bowman?” Tiffany asked.

“What’s that got to do with anything?” Cruse said. “Sam’s our chief of scouts. He knows these people a lot better than some Bible thumper with friends in high places and strings to pull.”

Carr interrupted. “Lieutenant, I don’t think that kind of talk serves any purpose.”

Cruse ignored the admonishment and jabbed a finger at Tiffany. “I don’t think he serves any purpose. And I don’t think you disagree with that, General.”

The agent started to get up, but Carr stopped him with a slap of one large palm on the desktop. “Sit down, Tiffany.” Turning to Cruse, the general tried a different tack. “Tom, let’s just try to forget about what any of us thinks about the rest of us. We got bigger fish to fry.” He leaned back in his chair, his hands two restless crabs on the edge of the desk now.

Cruse nodded. “All right, whatever you say, General.” He glared at Tiffany, but said nothing more to him. Turning to the chief of scouts, he asked, “Sam, what do you think would happen if we ignored the medicine man?”

“Hard to say.”

“Would it just die away, wither like an unwatered plant?”

“Not likely.”

“And if we try to bring Noch-ay-del-klinne in?”

“Trouble for sure. Most likely the Apaches would break out of the reservation. Certainly the worst of them, and I can’t even guess how many. But I know what would happen next. They would rip the territory right up the middle. Wouldn’t a white man be safe from here to Mexico. You all know that, except maybe Tiffany here. But then, I expect he knows it better’n most.”

Tiffany bristled, looking for a moment as if he was going to argue, then stood up. “The final say is mine, General. I’ve already told General Willcox I want Noch-ay-del-klinne brought in to the agency. No more discussion. I want him brought in as soon as possible. On his own if he’ll come, arrested if he won’t.”

“You’re making a big mistake, Tiffany.” Bowman stood himself, started to say something, then changed his mind. “But I’m out of it. Do what you want.” Turning to Carr, he said, “General, I know it isn’t up to you, but it ought to be. My scouts are good men, all of ‘em. But they’re out of control. They want passes to go up to Cibicu. If I tell ‘em no, they go anyway. If I tell ‘em okay, they don’t come back when they’re supposed to, and when they do get back, they’re ornery as hell. You can’t talk to ‘em then.”

Carr nodded his head slowly. “I understand what you’re telling me, Sam. I do. But my hands are tied.”

“You be careful, General. You’re sitting on a keg of powder and Tiffany here’s about to light the fuse.”

“Thanks for the warning, Sam. I appreciate it.” He watched the chief of scouts walk toward the door. When it closed behind him, Carr said, “Lieutenant, I …”

A trooper appeared in the doorway then, waving a sheet of paper. “Telegram, General,” he said, entering the cramped room. He set the paper on the desk, saluted, and backed out.

Carr picked it up, read it through once, then again more slowly. When he was finished, he turned to Cruse again. “Lieutenant, please get Captain Hentig over here. We have to make plans. Mr. Tiffany, I’d appreciate it if you’d leave us alone now. You’ve made the bed, but we have to lie in it ourselves.”

“I’d like to stay, General, if you don’t mind,” the agent said.

“I do mind, Mr. Tiffany. Very much. Excuse us, if you would, please….”

The agent left, letting the screen door bang shut behind him. Cruse was already halfway to Edmund Hentig’s quarters. He watched the agent over his shoulder. Hentig was standing in the doorway as Cruse reached the captain’s cabin. “General Carr wants to see you right away,” Cruse said.

“Trouble?”

“Probably.”

The two men didn’t speak as they crossed the baked earth of the parade ground. Carr nodded as they entered, directed them to chairs, then read the telegram aloud. “ ‘Arrest or kill Noch-ay-del-klinne immediately. Willcox.’ “

“There you have it, gentlemen,” Carr said. He handed the telegram to Hentig. “I want you all to read it. I will wire for confirmation, but …” He didn’t finish. He didn’t have to.

“That’s Tiffany’s work, the bastard!” Cruse said.

The column was a long one. Nearly a hundred and twenty officers and men. Twenty-seven miles out of Fort Apache, General Carr had called a halt for the night. Cibicu Creek was less than a day’s ride. Early the next day Carr watched the column prepare for the second day, misgivings tugging at his consciousness like minnows worrying a piece of bait. He tried to ignore them, but they wouldn’t go away.

Lieutenant Cruse and Captain Hentig were taking a small group of men on ahead. They had Mickey Free with them, since none of the officers spoke Apache, and Mickey, the half-Irish half-Mexican interpreter, had spent most of his life with the Indians after being captured on a raid that had left him the only living member of his family.

Mickey, too, was nervous. He had tried not to show it, but had failed. When he had learned where they were heading, his one good eye had darted around the camp, almost as if looking for a way out. But there was none, and Mickey was a good soldier, if a little unpredictable.

Now, taking the point ahead of Cruse, he was nearly two hundred yards in the lead. The canyon leading to Cibicu was full of thunder. The drumming and dancing went on day and night, new Apaches picking it up when others fell from exhaustion. The closer the column came, the more ominous the drumming sounded. Cruse played with his dark mustache, a nervous habit he had tried and failed to break.

Ed Hentig was to his left as they entered the mouth of the last canyon before the Apache camp. “You figure Sam was right, Tom?” Hentig asked.

“He disagreed with Tiffany. That tells me all I need to know.”

“I don’t mind telling you, I don’t like this. Not one bit.”

“Long as we’re careful, I think we’ll be okay. Mickey and the scouts are checking every square foot of the canyon. If there’s anybody there, they’ll know it.”

“Suppose they go over. Suppose they turn on us. What then?”

“That’s a chance we’ll have to take.” Cruse didn’t want to admit that the same thoughts had been worrying him since the meeting in Carr’s office. Bowman had said they were restless. And they were Apaches before they were anything else. Usually as loyal as any troops he’d encountered, they were now caught between two powerful forces pulling them in opposite directions. Loyalty and duty were one thing, but identity was another. It wouldn’t take much to push them over the edge. Nearly half the column was composed of Apache scouts. If they bolted, the remaining men would be in deep, dark water.

Cruse dispatched his sergeant of scouts, an Apache known only as Mose, to go ahead and tell the medicine man they were coming and to ask if he would come to meet the general at the Carrizo ford. The walls of the canyon were dotted on either side with silent, scowling Apaches, some half-hidden by scrub pine and oak, others, arms crossed over their chests, standing in plain view, motionless as boulders. Cruse pointed out a pair of warriors high overhead. Each man held a carbine across his chest, resting in the crook of an elbow.

“I don’t like the look of it,” he said. “They’re stripped to the waist, and those cartridge belts show they mean business.”

Hentig shook his head. “Don’t worry about nothing, Tom. We can handle whatever comes up.”

“You’re new here, Ed. I’ve seen it at its worst. Unless you’ve been on the wrong end of an Apache rifle, you can’t imagine what it’s like.”

They were moving cautiously, letting the scouts stay far enough in the lead to make sure they didn’t ride into an ambush. The sun continued its steady climb, and Cruse kept looking up. The canyon was too tortuous in its wandering through the mountains to permit him to see very far behind him. They had gone another mile when Mose returned. The scout didn’t look happy.

Cruse waved Lieutenant William Stanton over closer to hear what was said, then nodded to Mose.

“Noch-ay-del-klinne says he cannot come to meet with General Carr. He says he has a sick person to tend to. He says he is not feeling well himself, but if the general will wait two days, then he will come to Fort Apache.”

“Carr won’t wait,” Hentig said.

“He can’t wait. You saw the telegram,” Cruse reminded him. “There was no mistaking what Willcox wants. Tiffany, really. That bastard’s behind this mess.”

“He’s a pain in the ass, but that’s all.”

“That’s not what I’ve heard.”

Turning to Mose, Cruse said, “Go back and tell the medicine man the general is coming. Tell him we mean no harm, and there will be no trouble unless his people start it.”

Mose chewed at his lower lip for a few seconds. “There are many warriors there. They are looking ugly. Everyone is nervous. They think we are coming to fight.”

“Set them straight, Mose. Lives depend on it. Make sure he knows we don’t mean to attack.” Mose shifted in the saddle. “Is that true?”

“Is what true?”

“That you mean no harm? There are rumors….”

“Of course it’s true. General Carr doesn’t want trouble. But he has his orders, just like I have mine and you have yours.”

“Apaches have had many promises made. They don’t believe them anymore.”

Cruse shook his head. “Not this time, Mose. Trust me, it’ll be all right. Go ahead now. We want to give him plenty of warning. He already knows we’re coming, but it’ll be better if we send another message on ahead.”

Mose said nothing. He turned his horse, and Cruse watched him go, taking two privates with him. He looked at Stanton then, whose face was drawn, his lips white. “Son of a bitch had a lot of nerve, challenging you like that,” Stanton said.

“I don’t blame him, Bill. He’s got good reason.”

The drumming was growing louder now, and Cruse wasn’t sure whether the intensity had picked up or whether the fact of their drawing closer just made it seem that way.

It took another hour to reach Cibicu Creek. Noch-ay-del-kline’s camp was upstream a way, but already it was easy to see there were hundreds of Indians. Wickiups lined both banks of the creek, filling every clearing, it seemed. Warriors, stripped to the waist and heavily armed, watched them negotiate every yard of the winding trail. Cruse sensed that something was different, but couldn’t put his finger on what it was.

Stanton had dropped back to be with his own troop again, and Cruse hoisted himself in the saddle to look around. He saw a small clearing with three wickiups. Women and children stood in tight clumps among them. He waved a hand, and then realized what was different. No one waved back. Usually, reservation Indians were friendly, except for the worst of the unreconstructed hostiles, but that was no longer the case. Nobody was happy to see the soldiers.

General Carr closed with his half of the column and called a halt. “We’ll camp here. I want to talk to the medicine man,” he said. Cruse wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but he agreed to escort the general.

After issuing orders to establish a camp, they dismounted and approached on foot. They were still two miles downstream, and the walk was not an easy one. The handful of white men were sweating profusely. Even the Apache scouts looked winded. The canyon walls were studded with pine and piñon. And with staring Apaches.

As he reached the outer edge of the medicine man’s camp, Cruse noticed several of his runaway scouts. They scowled and turned away, ignoring his raised hand. The sun was white-hot, but it was well past noon, and the heat would be letting up soon. That, at least, was something to be grateful for.

Hearing hoofbeats, Cruse turned to his left. One of the hostiles, Sanchez, charged toward him, a Winchester carbine braced across his saddle. Skidding to a halt in front of Carr’s small escort, he studied them quietly for a minute. Finally, when the silence grew too heavy for them all, Sanchez said, “Go back. You are not welcome here. No white men are welcome here.”

“We want to talk to Noch-ay-del-klinne,” Carr said. “He knows we’re here.”

“Everyone knows you are here. And everyone knows why. Go back.”

Carr looked at Cruse. “Lieutenant, what do you think?”

“I think we better walk very softly, General. We’re in a nest of rattlers. Make sure nobody fires a gun for any reason, except self-defense.”

Sanchez wheeled his mount and disappeared. Captain Hentig moved to the left of the camp with a small group of scouts. Cruse led the way toward the medicine man’s wickiup. When they stepped inside, Noch-ay-del-klinne greeted the general, but stayed where he was, on a bed of skins wrapped around pine boughs. He told them he was not feeling well.

“We want to talk to you,” Carr said. “You’ll have to come with us.”

“Can’t it wait a day or two, until I’m feeling better?”

“No,” Carr said, “it can’t wait. I’m sorry.”

The medicine man nodded. He got to his feet. It was apparent that he was under the weather, but he made no further mention of his health. As they moved back into the open Cruse felt a sudden change in the attitude. It seemed to him as if every Apache in the camp grew tense. The soldiers noticed it as well. They hiked themselves up to their full heights and fidgeted with their uniforms. The incessant drumming stopped. The dancers held their places, as if frozen, turning only their heads to look at the small group of soldiers.

A few on the inner edge of the circle of Apaches moved closer. Two of Cruse’s scouts started talking to the medicine man in his own language, raising their voices to make certain everyone heard what they were saying. Cruse looked to Mickey Free for a translation.

The interpreter’s one good eye kept darting around the circle of Apaches as he explained. “They are telling Noch-ay-del-klinne that no harm is meant him. He can come back in a day or so, after the general has a chance to talk to him.”

Cruse was nervous, but fought the urge to unbutton the flap on his holster. Any little mistake could be the one that would set off the explosion. He glanced at the sky, almost unconsciously calculating the time till sundown. Three hours, or thereabouts. He wondered whether that was soon enough.

Carr led the way, taking care not to push the Apache too roughly as he tried to make his way through the encirclement.

Noch-ay-del-klinne came along, a scout on either side of him. Their stumbling passage was taking too long. Nerves were drawn taut, trigger fingers on both sides were getting itchy. They were nearly back to the creek before Cruse took a breath. They were being followed by small bands of Apaches, some on the trail to the creek, others filtering through the trees on the high ground to either side.

They reached the creek without trouble. Fording the shallow water, they moved back into the base camp, still only partially established, where the rest of the scouts and troopers stood in nervous clumps, watching the general ford the Cibicu. As he reached the far bank Cruse noticed the troopers looking past him, and turned to see two dozen Apaches about to ford the stream. The sun was already slipping down, starting to redden.

“General,” he said, “what about the Indians?”

Carr wheeled around. “What Indians?”

Cruse pointed toward the creek, where half a dozen warriors were already knee-deep in the middle of the fast-moving water.

“Stop them. Don’t let those Indians in camp.”

Hentig had overheard the exchange. He took several steps forward. “Ucashay,” he shouted, waving his arms. “Go away! Ucashay!”

Four or five Apaches stepped to the edge of a low bluff on the far side of the creek. Cruse recognized two of his renegade scouts, Dandy Bill and Juanito. He also spotted Sanchez on the left end of the short line. It reminded him of a skirmish line, then a shot cracked, and all five Apaches fired their rifles almost simultaneously, and Hentig went down on one knee. Almost immediately, fire erupted from all along the creek bank.

Bullets were digging at the dirt all around Cruse as he tried to get to Hentig. Someone grabbed him, and he turned to see Private McDonald tugging on his sleeve. “Don’t do it, Lieutenant. You’ll never make it,” he shouted.

The troopers were firing back now, scurrying for cover as the Indians pressed their assault, but, it seemed to Cruse, only halfheartedly. From the corner of his eye he saw the medicine man start back toward the creek as his escort took cover. McDonald fired once, hitting Noch-ay-del-klinne in the back. The medicine man fell to the ground and lay still.

The sudden thunder of hooves erupted from beyond the camp. Cruse realized the Apaches had encircled them and were now running off much of their livestock. It was getting on toward sundown now, and the firing gradually tapered off. The Apaches were content to snipe at long range, knowing that after nightfall they could get in behind the column and trap it. Then it would be just a matter of time before the column was wiped out.

Carr ordered his men to pack all the ammunition they could carry and abandon the rest of the supplies. Some troopers piled supplies into barricades for cover while they gathered weapons and cartridges. Others kept up a steady covering fire.

By nightfall they were ready to pull out.

Carr sent the column on ahead, Cruse and Stanton commanding their respective troops, Cruse with his detachment of scouts leading the way.

They moved as quickly as they dared, knowing the Apaches were already filtering through the trees, ready to take up positions on either side of the Carrizo Creek canyon. If the soldiers didn’t make it through before morning, they wouldn’t make it at all.

Twice they almost stumbled into a group of warriors. On foot they couldn’t move nearly as quickly as the Apaches, but most of their horses were gone, and the terrain was too rough for mounted men in any case.

All night long they ducked and dodged from tree to boulder to tree, stopping often to listen, and waiting for stragglers. Cruse had one wounded man on his own mount, and it slowed him considerably. By sunup he was nearly a mile behind the rest of the column.

They had made it, but Cruse knew they were far from home free. Something he didn’t understand had happened, and the worst was yet to come.





Chapter 2

January 1882—San Carlos Agency

THEY BUILT the fire well away from camp. Juh and Nachite had called for the meeting, and the others didn’t have to be told what it was about. They had all seen the signs, the columns of soldiers, more than anyone could remember for four or five years.

Juh sat back from the flames, his face impassive, almost ghostly at the outer fringes of flickering light. Squat and powerful, his features drawn taut under the bright red hair band, his long, black locks framing the orange countenance. Nachite was taller and younger. Over six feet, his height was the exception among his people. And his face was smoother, almost unlined. Some, including Juh, said it was because he didn’t care about anything, didn’t worry about the White Eyes or his people. He was not like his father, Cochise, they said. Others said it should have been he who died instead of Taza, who was not Cochise either, but who at least had tried to live up to his father’s reputation.

Geronimo came last, along with Loco. Geronimo sat even farther from the flames than Juh. Loco spoke first, as befitting his station. The oldest chief still on the reservation, he had only one eye, having lost the other to a grizzly bear so long ago that no one except Loco himself could remember. The others, Nolgee, George, Mangus, sat around the fire, their faces tilted up to look at Loco, who walked back and forth, his hands behind his back.

Looking at Juh, he started with a question. “What is there to talk about, Juh? We all know we can’t defeat so many soldiers. If we leave the reservation, they will come after us. Women and children will die, and so will we.”

“There are too many soldiers,” Juh said. “I don’t know why they are here, but it can’t be good.”

“You know why they’re here. It is the Cibicu business. Soldiers were killed. They will not let that go unpunished.”

“But we had nothing to do with that,” Nachite said. “No Chiricahuas shot at anyone. And still the soldiers come. They frighten the children. The women are afraid to work in the fields. Sooner or later they will come to take us away. Should we wait until that happens?”

Geronimo was restless, his face stern, almost the model of the cruel savage the newspapers were so fond of writing about. He stood up. For a moment Loco looked at him, giving Geronimo a chance to speak, but he simply moved around the circle a few feet, then sat down again.

“Peace is the only way for us to survive,” Loco said. “You all know it. It is hard to accept, but it is true. I don’t think the soldiers mean to harm innocent Indians. They are looking for those who caused the trouble at Cibicu.”

Juh waved a hand impatiently. “It was soldiers, not Apaches, who caused the trouble. The medicine man was doing nothing wrong, but the soldiers came to take him away. Now they want to take others away. Soon it will be our turn.”

“I don’t think so,” Loco said. The old man was only too aware that his name had been given to him because he advocated peaceful coexistence. He was nervous, too, not as nervous as Juh and Nachite, but he had seen enough promises broken to realize there was reason to be concerned.

“If we talk to the agent Tiffany, we can find out what the soldiers want.”

Geronimo spoke for the first time. “Do you trust the agent Tiffany, old man? Do you trust a man who gives our land away to put money in his own pocket? Do you trust a man who sells our food and tells Washington that we have eaten it? Does that fill your children’s stomachs?”

“It wouldn’t hurt to ask him,” Loco insisted.

Geronimo laughed. “No. But it would hurt to believe what he answers. You want to believe the Americans are different from the Mexicans. I know better.”

Loco paused for a moment before answering. When he did, he deliberately used Geronimo’s Apache name. “To you, Goyahkla, all White Eyes are enemies. We understand this. We know what happened to your family at Janos. But everyone here has lost a wife, a mother, child, a father, a brother. And—”

“But not everyone here has lost a family because he was foolish enough to believe a white man’s promise. I was that foolish once, but not now. It is not like when the Nantan Lupan was here. Crook did not lie. But these new soldiers, I think they do lie.”

They talked on into the night, the few younger warriors listening, and tending the fire while the chiefs continued to argue. Loco refused to yield to the paranoia, but he knew he was on very thin ice. His own Warm Springs people were nervous, too, but he remembered what happened to Victorio and his band. If a great warrior like Victorio could not win, what chance did the Apaches have? Even if they were able to overcome their distrust of one another, they were outnumbered ten to one, with more soldiers arriving every day.

Loco knew that troops of cavalry had come from New Mexico and California, even from far to the north. War would just bring suffering, and if the war was needless, then so would be the suffering. In the end, it was the great respect with which he was regarded that allowed him to prevail, at least for the moment.

Juh was the first to agree. “All right,” he said. “Tomorrow we will go to Tiffany. We will ask him why the soldiers are here, what it means for the Chiricahuas and the Ojo Calientes. If we can believe what he says, we will stay. But if we can’t believe him, then we will take our people and go to Mexico. Loco, you can do what you like.”

“That is all I ask. Just give the White Eyes a chance to show they don’t blame us for Cibicu.”

“Maybe we should not ask Tiffany,” Geronimo said. “Maybe we should ask Noch-ay-del-Klinne.” There was an abrupt silence. Geronimo had ignored the prohibition against mentioning a dead Apache by his Apache name.

Loco smiled. He knew Geronimo had meant to shock them, and he had succeeded. “If you go on the warpath, Goyahkla, you might get the chance to speak to the medicine man.”

Loco looked at the sky then. It was already turning gray. “I will go to Tiffany this morning. Who wants to come with me?”

“I’ll go,” Juh said.

‘I’ll go, too,” Nachite said. He looked at George and Nolgee. The latter nodded. Nachite said, “Anyone else?”

There was no answer. Loco looked at Geronimo. “Goyahkla, will you come?”

Geronimo shook his head. “I already know what he will tell you. And I already know whether to believe it.”

One by one, Juh, Nachite, and the others returned to their wickiups, melting into the shadows without bothering to take leave. But Loco wanted to think. He sat close enough to the fire to feel its heat and stared into the flames. When he looked at the sky, he could not see the last few stars because of the bright flames. And as the sun came up even the fire’s light disappeared.

At seven o’clock the agency would open. It was Friday, ration day. They would soon know why the soldiers were on the reservation. Loco knew that Tiffany lied often, but he knew, too, that the agent only lied when it would put money in his pocket. There was no money to be made in answering a simple question one way or another, so there was no reason to lie, or so he hoped.

As the sun started to climb above the White Mountains far to the east, Loco helped two warriors who had stayed the night with him as they put out the remains of the fire. When the ashes had been drenched, he climbed a low hill and got on his horse. It was ten miles to the agency at San Carlos, and he had to leave immediately if he wanted to be there when the agent arrived at his office.

Winding his way through a narrow canyon, he looked up at its rim as a cavalry troop passed by. He saw a handful of scouts, probably Tonto Apaches, in the lead. Loco knew they were looking for the Indians from Cibicu, but he pushed his mount a little harder. It was not unknown for a lone Apache to be fired upon for no reason, though usually by prospectors or miners, not soldiers. And there hadn’t been much of that in the last few years, but everyone was nervous. The soldiers’ faces were hard as stone now. Even the friendly ones, like Davis and Cruse, seemed distant, as if they weren’t sure who they could trust.

Loco watched the column pass out of sight along the rimrock, then kicked his mount to make up for lost time. When he reached the agency, Juh was already there. He watched passively while the old chief dismounted, walked over to join him, but said nothing.

Loco thought Juh had already made up his mind. He suspected that the visit to Tiffany was something Juh thought a useless exercise but would do because the old man had wanted it. Tiffany was not there yet, but small groups of Apaches were already beginning to straggle in. Ration day was always confusing. The old system, the one Crook had used, giving each warrior a little medal with a number on it, had been allowed to die out. Now the ration allotment took longer, sometimes all day. It seemed strange to stand in a long line, waiting like a beggar for a handful of flour and a small bag of beans. There was supposed to be meat, too, but Loco knew the cattle were starved right down to bags of bones, then allowed to bloat on water before being driven in to be weighed.

Everyone knew it, but no one seemed to care enough to stop the abuse. Loco knew the Apaches had good reason to be angry, but he knew that anger would not solve the problems. It would just make them worse.

When Nolgee and Nachite arrived, Loco led the way to Tiffany’s office. The agent was already there. He looked up as they entered, almost as if he had been expecting them. Then Loco smiled to himself. There were spies everywhere. Tiffany probably did know they were coming, and probably knew why as well. He no doubt had an answer all ready for them. He would smile, and tell them just what they wanted to hear. But there was no point in leaving now.

The agent called into another room where the little Mexican Severiano worked. He was the interpreter, and Loco wondered whether he always told the agent exactly what they said. He thought not, but couldn’t prove it. He was trying to learn some English, to check on the interpreter, but it was hard to find someone willing to work with him. Crook had talked of starting a school, but so far the only Apaches to receive any education had to go to the east to get it or, like the medicine man, to a religious school in California.

Loco introduced the chiefs with him, a formality only, since Tiffany knew who they were.

“What can I do for?” Tiffany asked.

Loco looked to the others. They each nodded, and he spoke for them all. “We want to know why the soldiers are here. Why so many?”

Tiffany waved a hand. “Nothing to worry about, Chief. They are just looking for the bad Indians who killed the soldiers at Cibicu Creek. They don’t care about your people. Go back to your farms and forget about it.”

“It is not easy to forget. There are so many. Every day, more and more. They go past our homes. They ride through our fields. They frighten the children.”

“Children frighten easily. Just tell them there is nothing to worry about.”

Juh stepped past Loco. The agent stiffened. He knew there was nothing to fear from the old chief, but Juh was another matter. This was one of the most feared of all Apache warriors. Some said he was the equal of Victorio and Cochise. Even when he was placid, Juh’s face carried the scars of a lifetime of battle. There was no little acid in his voice when he spoke.

“Yesterday we saw one of those they call Judge. He was riding with a man we know from Tucson, a marshal. Why were they here?”

Tiffany shrugged. “Who knows? Probably hunting.”

“Here? Is there no game closer to Tucson that they have to ride a hundred miles to go hunting?”

“What are you worried about, Juh? Did they bother you, did they threaten you?”

“No.”

“Then what are you worried about?”

“We know that they would like to arrest many of us. They have tried before. They want to put some of us on trial. They want to hang us.”

“Some of you deserve hanging. You know that as well as I do.”

“By your law. But not by ours. This was our country. We did things the way we had always done them. You can’t come in here and make new laws to cover things that have already happened.”

“We can do whatever we want, Juh. If you don’t like it, you can complain to General Willcox, or to the commissioner in Washington. But that’s the way it is, and they won’t tell you any different. Just go home and stop fretting.”

Juh took a step forward, but Loco grabbed him by the shoulder. The old chief raised his voice, knowing that Juh was too polite to interrupt him. “Thank you, Mr. Tiffany. We will go. But we would like to come back from time to time, if the soldiers keep coming. Our people are very upset. Perhaps you could ask the soldiers not to destroy our crops?”

Tiffany nodded his head. “I’ll tell them. But they do what they want. That’s how soldiers are.”

Loco thanked him again and tugged Juh toward the door. When they were outside, Juh spat in disgust. “The fat man was not telling the truth. He was not even listening. He doesn’t care what happens to us or our families.”

“But what he says makes sense,” Loco reminded him. “The soldiers do not need to bother us. They are looking for those Apaches from Cibicu. They would not have ridden past without stopping if they were looking for Chiricahua or Ojo Caliente Apaches.”

“Not now, they’re not. But when they don’t find Sanchez and Na-ti-o-tish, they will come back. They won’t be so particular then. I was at Cibicu, so was Geronimo. We saw what happened. And when they don’t find the right Apache, any other Apache will do. Remember I told you that.”

The lines for rationing were very long, and the chiefs walked slowly past the shuffling double file. Juh shook his head. “Old women, standing begging for flour. That’s what they want us to be.”

He was about to say more when pounding hooves echoed across the open square. A moment later, a cavalry column appeared around the end of the agency building. Loco knew the commanding officer by sight. Major James Biddle dismounted and commanded his troopers to form a double line. Biddle walked along the file of waiting Apaches accompanied by two scouts.

He singled out half a dozen warriors, asking them to step aside. Each was bracketed immediately by a pair of troopers. Juh moved close to the old chief. “You see,” he said. “They want to arrest people.”

“You worry too much, Juh. They aren’t arresting you.”

“No, but they are arresting George.”

Tiffany appeared in the doorway. He shouted to the major, and once more Loco wished he knew English. He watched as Tiffany came down off the porch and walked toward Biddle. Severiano came out of the agency building, and Loco called to him. “What is going on?” he asked.

Severiano listened to the major’s explanation to Tiffany, then said, “The major wants to arrest those men he has pulled out of line.”

“Now?” Loco asked. “What about their rations? What will their families eat?”

“That’s what they say. They say they will go with him but to please let them get the rations for their families.”

“What does the agent say?”

“Tiffany says that is fair. He says the men will come in. He will move them to the head of the line. He says the troopers can escort them to their wickiups after they receive the food.”

Loco nodded. It didn’t seem that bad. He knew the men being singled out had been at Cibicu. He knew, too, that the men had done nothing but watch. All the Apaches knew who the bad Indians were. The men being arrested were not bad Indians.

“It is as I said,” Juh whispered. “We should not wait for them to come for us. The soldiers will come soon. If we leave now, we can be in Mexico in two or three days. Then let them come look for us if they want.”

“Don’t be a fool, Juh. If you run, they will think you have reason.”

“I want to live, and to keep my family safe. That is reason to me, even if not for you, old man.”

“Watch your tongue, Juh. I have but one eye, but I can see some things better than you. I am not so old that I won’t make you take back your words.”

“You are an old man, and I respect you, but it is not for nothing that they call you Loco.” He turned on his heel and was gone. Loco watched as Nachite and the others followed him without looking back.

The old chief was worried, but he knew Juh liked to talk. He knew there was still time to convince him to stay on the reservation, but it was important to make a show, and Juh had done it with his customary flair.

Loco watched while the men singled out for arrest were marched to the head of the line. When they disappeared into the agency, he mounted his horse for the long ride back to his camp. By the time he reached  his ranchería, the people were already buzzing about the soldiers.

People surrounded him, pressing so close he had to kick at them to make room enough to dismount. “Is it true?” they asked. “Did the soldiers arrest Nolgee? George? Why were they arrested? Was there much shooting?”

Loco tried to explain what had happened, but the people were too excited to pay much attention. They were listening with their nerves and not with their ears. They were so afraid that the soldiers would come for them, too, that they could not believe it wasn’t about to happen.

Ducking into his wickiup, he talked to his wife, sending the children outside to play. “Juh was here, wasn’t he?”

She nodded. “Yes. And Nachite.”

“What did they say?”

“They said the soldiers came to the agency and arrested some Apaches. They said they wanted to go to Mexico but that you talked them out of it.”

“Did you believe them?”

“You could talk a rattlesnake out of its skin. Of course I believed them.”

“You think they will stay?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “How should I know? You are all the same. You say one thing one minute and something else a minute later. They are upset. We are all upset. I think they will stay for now. But it won’t take much to change their minds. I think they want their minds to be changed, and only wait for an excuse.”

“Was Geronimo here, too?”

She shook her head. “No, only Juh and Nachite.

They said Mangus was going to go to Turkey Creek and tell the people there what was happening. Geronimo was going, too.”

Loco took a long breath. His wife was nearly twenty years younger than he, but she had been with him a long time. She could sense that he was worried.

“There is nothing you can do about it, Loco. If they want to leave, they will leave. You can’t be responsible for them.”

“But the soldiers will think I am responsible. They don’t understand us. They think a chief gives orders, like one of their generals, and all the warriors obey.”























WAR CHIEF

Geronimo knew how many white men wanted all Apaches—men, women, and children—dead. The White Eyes’ newspapers were full of such talk. Orders had been given to exterminate them, sell the children into slavery in Mexico, whatever it took to assure that not one Apache still drew breath in Arizona or New Mexico. Geronimo would not have believed it, but one who knew English showed him the words in the newspaper.

There was only one way to make sure that it didn’t happen, and that was to strike first and to keep on striking until all the White Eyes were dead or had run for their lives. The mountains and deserts belonged to his people. The Mexicans hadn’t been able to take them away, and the Americans were going to fall just as hard. If blood had to be spilled until there was no one left to bleed, that is how it would have to be. That was why he had decided to leave the reservation. Now that he was out, he intended to stay out, until he had won or until he could breathe no more.
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