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Chapter One

 


 


The ground buried hot, impossible to stand
on with bare feet. Even the Apache who lived their lives in the
barren desert and had feet toughened to leather, wrapped protection
of rawhide soles and tanned hides around their feet and the calves
of their legs. The moccasins kept their feet from blistering from
the heat and the leggings fended off the cactus barbs they walked
through, not that any Apache warrior would be clumsy enough to
accidentally brush against one, unless of course, he was
running.

When one was running it was wise not to
watch where each foot would touch when it reached the ground, but
what was there ahead of you. Washes, opening up suddenly in the
ground, were many and of all sizes. Some could easily be jumped,
not breaking your stride or causing you injury in the way of a
tumble. Some could only be jumped into then leapt out of. Seeing
those coming and avoiding them was essential, for any delay, when
one was being chased, as an Apache often was, could mean death.

The elders of the tribe knew these things,
from living their lives through them, enduring the trials of land
and enemies. To teach the children was up to them, and no male
child would ever be called a man until he proved he had learned
them well.

Two boys stood alone ready for such a trial.
Their fathers stood by, hiding their anxiety behind faces of stone.
Mothers’ feelings were not considered. Their only duty was to a
husband, to give them the male children who would grow to be men
and mighty warriors.

Each boy would take a measured mouthful of
water, and when he returned from running the prescribed distance
across the desert floor, he must be able to spit out that same
water. If he did not, he would be shamed. His father would turn his
face in humiliation, and there would be no honor until the test was
ran again and passed.

A third boy stepped up to take a place in
the small line. Those watching laughed and jeered. With greasy,
black hair shorter than the others, that boy had no moccasins or
leggings, no proud father standing by. His feet were wrapped in
rags, held in place with odd bits of string and rawhide scraps. His
loincloth was also a rag, held in place with a rawhide throng, and
he had no adornment of body, hair, or belt, only another rag that
held his hair from his eyes with a band around his forehead. Yet no
person, male, female, child, or adult stood straighter.

The boys beside him turned on him, shoving
him, trying to knock him down until the chief called to them to
halt. Without a word, he gave the boy his mouthful of water and
pointed to the distant hill they must run to and back.

Others protested, especially the fathers of
the boys awaiting trial. The chief shook his head against their
arguments, raising his hand for silence and telling them, “If he is
to be among us, it is right to prove himself by our ways.”

The boys began their run with eyes of
resentment following the third. He was taller and since his feet
lacked protection, much slower. The two ahead threw sticks and
rocks at him to further hamper his way. He limped, stumbled,
sometimes fell, but always he got up and ran on.

The tormenting tired for the two in the lead
soon after they knew themselves to be out of sight of the camp.
This was serious business, proving themselves to be a men, not one
to be treated lightly. The disgrace was too hard to bear, and the
test was not easy in temperatures over the hundred mark in the
white man’s way of measuring.

The sun drew the moisture from their bodies,
parching the lips that held back that mouthful of water. The hot,
dry air burned with each breath. What a relief to swallow that
mouthful of precious water would be to a throat parched from
breathing the fire through their noses. But they must not however
they may imagine it would feel.

Heat waves danced and shimmered in front of
them, only to disappear as they approached. Lizards scurried away,
flitting out of sight. A hawk circled lazily above them, and the
distance to the hill, ever so slowly, diminished.

Two boys reached the point, turning
instantly to start back. They passed the third, still plodding,
staggering, stumbling on his way. They looked at each other knowing
he would never finish the test with honor.

When the third did reach the point and
turned, it was to gaze back the way he had come. In defiance, he
spit the water from him mouth to the dirt at his torn feet. He
turned again, with slow deliberation, putting his back to the
Apache camp and their trials.

The spot of water soon evaporated, leaving
only the imprint of its impact in the dust. The insult left behind
was plainly seen by the chief when he began his search for the boy
that did not return. He, like the others, had been sure the boy
would not succeed, but unlike the others, he’d felt the failure
would teach the boy humility.

Instead the boy had insulted his honor, and
he would pay for it. He pursued with two braves. When they saw him,
below them, still moving, though now too exhausted to see the way
he went, the chief felt regret at what they must do. To waste such
bravery was a pity. The man/child could have, with the proper
training, made a fine warrior. Now he would be fit for no more than
an animal of burden, but an animal who fought when cornered, an
animal that it took all three grown men to wrestle down and tie.
Not that he had much strength left, any that mattered was gone.
Still he would not give in to them. Even staked out, arms stretched
out tight on either side of his head, he told them silently that he
would not give in with the hatred in his eyes.

Without glee, the chief knelt on the boy’s
chest and probed his mouth. He had decreed the punishment; he must
give it, but it was with a heavy heart. The boy bit his fingers to
stop him, showing more of his bravery. Yet, it must be done. As
chief he would be called weak if he did not carry it out the
penalty for his actions. He took the war club from his belt.
Carefully, as not to kill, he swung the weapon, breaking the boy’s
jaw. Drawing out the tongue then was easy, and even if those with
him thought it weak, he would give the boy one more chance.

“Speak,” he told him,
balancing the weight of his knifepoint against the
tongue.

No sound came from the boy. Not once in the
time they held the child captive had he said one word of their
language, defying them in his refusal. As chief he knew he must
punish him to restore his honor, yet he held back, giving the boy
one last chance.

Pushing the knife into the soft yielding
flesh, he twisted it to increase the pain. The boy must learn who
was master. He twisted the blade till the blood filled the boy’s
mouth and throat, making him cough and choke.

The signal was given for the boy’s head to
be raised by another warrior, held high until the retching of an
empty stomach ceased as a prevention to keep the boy from
choking.

The chief said again, “Speak for your insult
to be forgiven.”

No sound came from the boy though the chief
knew the child understood what was said to him. It mattered not.
His eyes, even as filled with agony as they were, told the chief
clearly all the boy felt was hate.

“You do this to yourself,”
he said, again going passed the broken jaw to force the tongue out.
Knife to tongue edge, he cut slowly to take the tongue from his
mouth. His feeling of regret that the boy would not yield to them
was the chief’s last thought.

 


* * * *

 


McGee hadn’t been called anything but McGee
for so long, he’d have to stop and think should anyone ask him his
Christian name. Not that many cared enough to, not that McGee cared
all that much, either. Most folks didn’t do more than irritate
him.

Come from living too much alone, he guessed.
If the greedy, land grabbing whites hadn’t come along in droves,
he’d still be up in those mountains he trapped and hunted through,
not in this scorching desert. That desert sure took some getting
used to.

Them Apaches, too. They weren’t anything
like those plains Indians. Oh, sure, both would steal from you,
plunder being the way they proved their strength in the tribe, but
Apaches just lacked something a Sioux, Cheyenne, or even Arapaho
had.

What he’d seen of the Apache, he didn’t
like, not a bit more than he did what was going on below him. He’d
been watching the one they’d taken down since he was a fly-speck in
the distance, watching from a safe place cause he’d seen them birds
fly off in the distance, telling him that first one was being
chased. The birds hadn’t flown from the first one running towards
him; he was way too far back for that. Something else spooked them
birds up, something circling, so McGee figured about what was gonna
happen before it started. Trouble was he didn’t like watching
it.

He’d seen, in his time in the mountains, men
the Indians had got through with. One of them he found still alive,
too far gone to ever think of living, but not so far he didn’t
suffer the agonies of hell till death finally took him.

He didn’t know what those braves were
saying, having no desire to learn the Apache tongue or being in the
area long enough to have learned it, anyway. Without knowing the
words, it was obvious enough that the chest sitting brave wasn’t
getting what he wanted from that poor brave staked on the
ground.

Now McGee had his orders. He’d taken a job
scouting for the army just cause it’d get him closer to place he
wanted to go with the safety of numbers around him while traveling.
An Indian don’t take readily to an equal fight, not less it’s been
a challenge to his honor.

When it come to fighting the enemy, whites
or other tribes, they just plain didn’t do it if there were numbers
against them. White folks thought that was cowardice, but you had
to admit, it was smart too. And since McGee wasn’t stupid his own
self, he didn’t take on more than he figured he could handle at any
one time.

When it comes to Indians, one was too many a
lot of times, fiercest fighters in the world. That was why McGee
had taken a job as scout, not caring to make himself easy pickings
to any bunch of braves feeling their oats or just excited by seeing
easy pickings while on his way to see his sister. The Arizona
portion of the New Mexico territory was just too wild about then to
be traveling solo.

That was why he’d taken to hiding as soon as
he saw those birds fly, and why he was agreeing so readily to
obeying ignorant Army orders to not engage. He disregarded the
second part about going for the column. Any fool knew if you saw a
bunch of them redmen and was lucky enough to get away with all your
original skin, they wouldn’t be there when you got back with a
bunch of dust raising soldier boys, but wasn’t his say so. The army
ought to know better. A white man might call it cowardice, but no
Indian saw shame in running from a fight if the odds weren’t all in
his favor. They’d take a look at the amount of dust that cavalry
would kick up and know it was too many for them to stand up
against.

McGee didn’t care if they called him a
coward. He did obey orders as far as ‘not engaging’ ‘cause he’d be
a fool if he took on any number of braves alone. Maybe there was a
column just behind him, give or take a few miles, but them Indians
were a whole lot closer, and they was bound to be quicker.

Trouble was McGee was having trouble
stomaching what was going on below.

Like the Indians, he admired courage, and
little though that downed man might be, he had plenty of grit
despite his smaller size. He hadn’t hollered once, and he’d made
them work for every inch of the way with him.

Then McGee forgot about elusive things like
orders. He knew by instinct he was in a well defendable position,
and when that brave started cutting that fella’s tongue out, he
shot him through the eye.

They were quick all right, and damn their
hides, vicious. Danged if one of them didn’t stick a knife in that
fella’s chest before they vanished, dragging the dead buck with
them, all in the short time it took the smoke from his rifle to
blow out of his eyes.

He told himself it didn’t much matter. He’d
kept that fella from suffering days of torture, and what would the
troops do with him anyway if he’d lived? Just take him back to the
fort and lock him up which would be torture for an Indian. Still,
it all irked him a mite to think maybe he’d gone and got himself in
a bad spot, just to have the fella killed in front of his eyes
after all.

Then the automatic motions of re-loading his
gun suspended. That fella wasn’t dead yet! Oh, he was gonna be
right soon. He couldn’t turn his head for his arms being tied so
tight against his head, and he was so weak he couldn’t raise it, so
he was choking to death.

McGee grinned with something prodding at him
that had got him into trouble all his life. He knew there were
still two braves that might be close down there even if he couldn’t
see them, and he wanted to beat them.

Guess I am a fool,
he thought as he raced down the hill.

In one motion, he laid the rifle down, his
handgun held in his right hand, and jerked the fella’s head up with
his left. He glanced down at him, just meaning to look long enough
to see if he had the head high enough for the fella to spit the
blood out, then got such a shock he nearly dropped him.

If those two braves were hanging around to
get him, McGee was a sitting duck. His shock held him, staring down
into that bloody, grimy, distorted face, the sight paralyzing any
thought of movement. A herd of buffalo could come up on him, and he
wouldn’ta heard them.

His hands started shaking. He’d always told
himself it never mattered much to him what color a man was. If you
respected and admired him, you just did. But right then it
mattered. Damn the red devils, it wasn’t a small Indian man they’d
taken down. He was just a kid, a blue-eyed, beat up white kid.

Those blue eyes was what shocked McGee so.
The facts that he was still conscious and so young came after. This
was a white boy, so dirty you couldn’t tell his color till you got
up next to him. What the Apache were doing with him or why they
were doing him that way were questions McGee’s mind was too numb to
ask. All he could think of was helping him.

He didn’t want his hands shaking, ‘cause the
shaking hurt the boy more. His gun dropped in the dirt as he
fumbled to draw his knife out. “Just you don’t worry now. Just you
don’t worry,” he said, his voice shaking as badly as his hands.

But the boy didn’t hear him. His eyes were
fixed and glazed, staring without seeing as McGee cut his arms
free. Carefully moving the right one, he turned the boy and laid
his face down, away from the side of the smashed jaw, so the blood
would run out of his mouth and not choke him anymore.

McGee stroked his head, telling him over and
over that everything was all right, knowing how ignorant it
sounded. How could it be all right with your tongue near cut off
and a knife in your chest? He just couldn’t think of what else to
say, just plain couldn’t think past talking to the boy, letting him
know it was a white man talking to him. He didn’t start thinking
till the Lt. and the rest of the troop got there, then he got
mad.

“Lt., I need the doc bad,”
he said, jumping anxiously to his feet.

“What happened here?” the
Lt. Demont demanded.

“Three of them had him
down. I got one, but—“

“You’ve jeopardized this
entire campaign to shoot one Indian?”

McGee’s eyes narrowed, not liking what he
was hearing. “He needs a doc bad.”

“Private Johns,” the Lt.
yelled to shut McGee up.

McGee didn’t need to look to see who was
gonna come out of that column. Nor did he need to work hard at
guessing what the Lt. was gonna order Johns to do. He dropped to
his knee, picking up his gun, even as the Lt. said it.

“Kill the animal,” Dermont
ordered coldly, watching Johns closely for reaction.

McGee had seen it before, same as every man
there. Lt. Demont had it in for Johns. He busted him from sergeant
to the lowest you could go, and still he hadn’t broke through
Johns’ cold reserve to see anger. He’d given him every dirty job
that came along and never broke Johns’ stoic manner.

McGee, as well as the smart ones in the
troop, could was see it was different this time by the look in
Johns’ eyes as he dismounted with his hand on his side arm. Dark as
night, hair and eyes, was that Johns, skin the color of leather
from living out in that desert sun. Right then, he had the look of
a tall and lean devil in them dark brown eyes when he looked, not
at the boy, but at the stiff necked Lt.

“You make him obey that
order, Lt.,” McGee told him, “and I’ll shoot you before he
can.”

When McGee spoke, Johns’ hand slid away from
the gun, and everyone took a breath again, including the high and
mighty Demont. Without a doubt he’d gone too far and was at least
smart enough to know it. When McGee interfered, the issue was
closed, at least as far as Johns was concerned. His eyes lost that
dangerous glint in them, and Demont could look away.

Demont looked at McGee, and facing the gun
McGee pointed at him was easier than facing the look in Johns’
eyes. “I’ll have you arrested for this,” he said calmly.

“And you can explain to
them how you ordered murdering a white boy,” McGee shot
back.

“That?” Demont asked,
dropping lightly from his horse. He pulled his gloves off, slapping
dust from his uniform as he strode over to them. “Half-bred, then.
No better.”

“His hair is fairer than
yours,” McGee shouted, holding his hand up to show him how black it
was from touching the boy’s hair. “Bar grease and charcoal, so’s he
wouldn’t stand out.”

McGee probably would have hit the Lt. then
for the sneer on his face, if the boy hadn’t moved. “Easy now,” he
warned as one arm lifted weakly.

He caught the boy’s arm, squeezed it,
telling him with a firm grip that it was okay, that he was with
friends.

The boy quieted, stopped trying to move,
then jerked suddenly. McGee jerked around to see what had caused
it. So help him God, if it wasn’t the need to keep the boy from
moving, he’d have killed Demont right then for what he did.

Without a single consideration of the boy’s
feelings, not once thinking how it’d make him feel to lose that one
last shred of human dignity he’d held on to, Demont had cut the
string holding the loin cloth and flipped the rag away to expose
him.

The boy moaned, the first noise McGee had
heard him make in all that time, and tried to free his hand to
cover himself. McGee did it for him. He jerked that scrap of rag
back over the patch of pale white skin the cloth had protected from
the burning sun while holding the boy still with one hand on his
shoulder.

“Alright, he’s white, but
he’s been with them long enough to take up their ways,” Demont said
with scorn as he drew his gloves back on.

“They don’t give them no
choice,” McGee shouted.

“An animal, more trouble
than it’s worth for us and his family, if he has any.
Johns.”

Johns stepped forward, every sign of the
anger, hate, or desire to kill that had been in his eyes gone from
sight.

“Stay here and assist
x-scout McGee.”

“Yes, sir,’ he said in a
flat monotone, saluting properly.

“What about a doc?” McGee
shouted.

Demont looked the boy over again, then said
with a sigh, “I will inform him of the situation.” He remounted,
signaled his men to form ranks and rode off, leaving a cloud of
dust to choke them.

“Damn bastard,” McGee
growled. “Maybe I should’a let you plug him.”

Johns stood passively without comment, but
he was looking at the boy with a blank, dark-eyed stare that could
mean anything.

“He’s bad hurt,
Johns.”

“I can see
that.”

“Well, do
something.”

“What?” he asked, his eyes
shifting up to McGee’s face.

“I don’t know. Take the
knife out, maybe.”

“Probably kill him,” he
said, walking over finally with his horse trailing after
him.

McGee glared at him the whole way for saying
such a thoughtless thing so the boy could hear him. And the boy was
hearing now. His fingers moved, and there was a sound coming up
from his throat.

His lips were moving too, but no words were
being formed. McGee took a guess at what he was trying to say.
“Jim? Jim? Is that your name?”

The effort must have hurt too much, cause
the boy gave up, closing his eyes.

“That’s okay, Jimmy, you
just rest now. We’ll take care of you.”

 


* * * *

 


Nothing affected Johns, that McGee could
see, so why come so close to killing Demont for ordering him to
kill the boy? Johns hadn’t even known then that Jimmy wasn’t an
Indian.

How could one part of it bother him and not
the other? How could he stand to hold the boy down the way the doc
ordered and listen to that strangling scream of Jimmy’s without
flinching?

The doc came more out of curiosity than
compassion, showing very little of the last. Taking that knife
being pulled out was what made Jimmy scream. McGee was also sure
it’d killed him what with the way Jimmy went limp all of a sudden
and the way the blood come out of that hole, gushing crazily for
what seemed long enough to drain him before breaking off to a slow
seep.

McGee looked down at him, wanting to cry. He
brushed a fly away from the boy’s throat where the blood had
already dried to flakes, thinking he was a weak old fool for
feeling that way. He did just the same.

When Jimmy’s chest moved the first time, he
figured it was one of those queer spasms that come after death.
Only it happened again. Jimmy’s chest rose up, then fell down. “He
ain’t dead,” he said, afraid to believe it.

“No, but don’t go much on
that,” the doctor said. “If he was in a hospital, he might have a
chance, but out here…” He ended with a shrug, feeling it
unnecessary to go into detail. “Pull his tongue out and hold it so
I can sew it up.”

“Why bother?” Johns
asked.

“He ain’t gonna die,”
McGee shouted.

The doctor’s answer was more rational. “As
long as there’s a breath in his body, there’s a chance he will
live. I’ll do all I can for him as long as there’s that
chance.”

“And if he’s going to die
anyway, you put him through more pain for nothing,” Johns
stated.

“He ain’t gonna die!”
McGee insisted.

“It’s a useless argument,”
the doctor told them. “I must do what I can. Hold him
up.”

“Does your kindness
consider what life you save him for?” Johns asked, giving McGee a
chill.

“I don’t know what you
mean,” the doctor said.

McGee did. Demont’s attitude was a prime
example of how some people would treat Jimmy. “He’s got the guts to
face it,” he told Johns.

“Sometimes it takes more
than guts, old man,” Johns said unfeelingly.

He lifted the boy as the doctor had ordered.
The doc poured some strong smelling stuff in the boy’s mouth,
directing Johns to shove his head down after so it’d all run out
again.

When he started sewing, Johns spoke again.
“You don’t care over much.”

“Now what do you
mean?”

“Seen neater jobs by
butchers.”

“How dare you criticize
me.”

“You aren’t even matching
the edges. If you’re going to do it, do it right.”

McGee was flabbergasted. Johns was talking
that way to a superior officer, sticking his neck out a mile. That
doctor was quick to point it out, too, having as much effect as
everything else did on the Johns. Outwardly anyway, so McGee
figured Johns felt more then he showed, ‘cause he was sure talking
up for the boy’s sake.

“You do what you must, yet
you don’t take the care to do it right,” Johns went on doggedly. He
was flirting with the rest of his military life being served in the
stockade.

“I suppose you think you
could do better,” the doctor retorted.

“Yes.”

The doctor gave him the needle and thread.
If he’d had hoped to force Johns into a withdrawal or apology; he
was very disappointed. Johns did it, and he did it well.

“Have you had medical
training?” the doctor asked quietly after he inspected the
job.

“Sewing is sewing whether
its flesh or leather. You want it neat, you match the edges.” He
let Jimmy down, then asked, “You need me anymore?”

“I don’t,” the doctor said
with maliciousness, “but McGee will. Lt. Demont ordered you to
accompany him in taking this boy to Fort Buchanan.”

“Ya knowed that the whole
time ya was putting on that pious act of doing what you must,”
McGee began in fury.

“I follow orders, and so
will Johns.”

“This boy cain’t take a
trip like that, Doc.”

“Better moving than
staying here,” Johns said impassively, especially cold since the
doctor had just handed the boy the equivalent of a death sentence.
Them as well. Dropped from the patrol in Indian territory, burdened
with the boy, their chances of reaching the fort alive were slim to
none.

 


* * * *

 


Three days, traveling slow like they had to
and not being able to stop more than was absolutely necessary,
McGee never figured they’d make it. If they did, he never figured
Jimmy would.

Apaches had always been a marauding band,
but most of them had left the whites alone for the most part.
Mangus Colorado was an exception, one who took a hatred to whites
right off, but most times he was further west, and if you weren’t
in his territory, you were fairly safe, not that they stopped their
raiding. They just stuck to raiding the Mexicans further south.

That all changed when some greenhorn Lt.
made Cochise mad. Cochise was not a man to make mad. When he took
to raiding whites, to right the wrong of being called a liar for
beginners, then attacked under a white flag, there wasn’t a safe
place in all of the Arizona section of the New Mexico Territory. A
lot of the New Mexico section as well, far as that went. The charge
against the Apaches proved wrong, that white boy hadn’t been
kidnapped, he’d run off on his own, but the dye was cast. That Lt.
made the charge and attacked Cochise and the men with him when
Cochise denied Indian involvement. Some were killed then and others
hanged later. Cochise had escaped and retaliated.

The thing about Cochise that made it so much
worse was that as well as being vicious, as an Apache was by
nature, he was also smart. When it came to battle tactics, he put
Magnus in the shade, and he was driving the army crazy. They’d been
after him and his band for five years and were yet to get close to
him. And there they were in his territory.

There wasn’t a better man than Johns to be
on the trail with ‘cause Johns never missed seeing a thing. He
never seemed to get tired, and he never lost his patience. Just
doing a simple thing like giving Jimmy water took a world of
patience.

They had to pour it slow like past his
swollen lips, then wait for it to seep past his tied down jaw and
swollen tongue. Johns did it better, not pouring it too fast so it
filled his mouth and choked Jimmy or ran out and went to waste.
McGee stood watch.

The chore took Jimmy fifteen minutes or more
to get down what Johns or McGee could have gulped in as many
seconds. They were precious minutes, too, ‘cause during every one
of them they were standing targets and left them out in that desert
that much longer. They had no choice; they had to do it.

Jimmy was so bad off he couldn’t’a lasted no
more than a few hours in the heat without water. It’d been better
for him if they could’a laid up during the day, only traveling at
night when it was cooler. They couldn’t ‘cause of the Apaches, and
if they could have, it would have meant six days without a doctor
for him instead of three.

By the second day, McGee and Johns were
stumbling. Neither was drinking any of their water, saving it for
Jimmy. When they found that stream was one of the happiest moments
of McGee’s life. Then Johns did the damnedest thing.

Filling himself full of water after the dry
walk they’d had wasn’t unusual. Neither, McGee had come to learn,
was walking off by himself without a word. Only that time when he
came back, he had some cactus roots he’d dug up, and he went
straight to Jimmy, picked him up and laid him full out in the
water.

McGee protested, not thinking Johns ought to
do it, then he saw how good it felt to Jimmy.

“You better go watch,”
Johns said, laying Jimmy’s head down the last couple of inches in
the shallow water.

Jimmy had a hold of Johns’ arm, like he was
afraid of falling or drowning maybe. But as that water worked on
him, giving him moisture he couldn’t drink in, he relaxed some, and
that hand slipped away. McGee would’a caught it, letting it down
slow. Johns just ignored it, letting it make a splash as it hit the
water.

“You may as well take some
time to rest,” Johns told McGee. “He needs to soak
awhile.”

When Johns called McGee back, Jimmy was
again on the travois, and he didn’t look to be the same kid. McGee
would’a doubted if it was if not for the bandages around his chest
and head. Johns had washed him, from the top of his head to the
bottom of his toes, and not only that, he’d used his knife to cut
short the blondest hair McGee had ever seen.

“He sure is a pretty boy,”
McGee said in wonder.

“Boys aren’t pretty,”
Johns said flatly, turning the horse’s head and nudging it into
motion.

Johns did a lot of things like that, taking
good care of Jimmy the whole time they were on the trail. Only he
never did it with anymore feeling than if he’d been handling a
doll. Little girls with their dolls, handle them with tenderness,
pretending the feelings the stuffed things had. Johns never once
showed the slightest bit of compassion or concern. He might as well
have been a doll himself, his face molded out of china and his eyes
nothing more than glass. The only time his face moved was when he
talked, which was seldom, and the only time McGee had ever seen
anything of life behind those eyes was when he looked at Demont
that time. That wasn’t what a body cared to see in the eyes of a
man caring for Jimmy.

The third day, Jimmy never woke up none at
all, and his body burned his fever was so high. McGee thought that
creek had been the happiest thing he’d ever seen in his life. The
sight of that fort topped it.

Dark had fallen before they were finally
close enough to hail the guard, and once inside, Johns walked away.
He just upped and walked away without a backward glance. McGee knew
he was tired as he was, but McGee wasn’t going to rest till he saw
to taking care of Jimmy. Johns never come once to the infirmary to
even ask.

When Jimmy woke up for the first time,
something McGee had doubted time and again would ever happen those
dreadful days of waiting, Jimmy looked for Johns. McGee could tell
it the way his eyes went around the room to come back to his face
with a question in them.

McGee ignored it, telling him how everything
was gonna be fine, ‘cause he couldn’t tell him Johns didn’t give a
hoot for his welfare.

 


* * * *

 


The recovery was awful bad for Jimmy. Once
he got over his sickness, he couldn’t get over his weakness ‘cause
he couldn’t eat. The doc rigged up a tube with a funnel on the end
of it, so’s they could tuck the tube into Jimmy’s mouth and pour
soup into him. Jimmy didn’t want them to do it.

He wasn’t strong enough yet to actually
fight them, so they did it anyway. He laid there for days with that
tube sticking out of his mouth and McGee holding his hands to keep
him from pulling it out. McGee figured it hurt him was why. Poor
boy, his tongue all cut up like it was, and his broken jaw must
have been aching something fierce. No wonder he didn’t want them
messing with him, making him eat. Even if it was only swallowing,
he had to move his tongue.

Every time someone come in, Jimmy looked at
them eagerly. Then the light in his eyes faded, and he looked away
in disappointment when it wasn’t Johns. McGee started hating Johns
then.

Jimmy couldn’t write. The colonel come in to
hand him paper and pencil to write the names of his folks down so’s
they could let them know where he was. Jimmy threw the pencil down
and turned his head away from them.

“Don’t matter none you
cain’t write. Most out here cain’t,” McGee said, picking the pencil
up for the colonel. “Cain’t my ownself.”

“Does he even understand
English?” the colonel asked.

“Sure he does. Don’t ya,
Jimmy?” Jimmy stared back at him. “Jimmy, ya just nod yer head,
so’s the colonel knows you understand.”

“He doesn’t,” the colonel
declared when Jimmy didn’t respond. “He’s been with them too long,
McGee. He’ll never adjust to being white again.”

“Ain’t so,” McGee
argued.

“Look at his eyes, McGee.
He resents you, and I’ve heard how he fights everything you try to
do for him.”

“Ain’t ‘cause of that.
It’s cause he’s hurting.”

“I don’t know what we’re
going to do with him if no one claims
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