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Chapter One

Priest snapped awake
in his seat, reaching for his knife. He had a mouth full of blood
from biting his tongue, and the taste only reminded him of murder.
In the nightmare he'd been tied to the chair next to his mother's
corpse again, watching his twelve-year-old sister shoot it out with
Spider Rafe.

They still got bad sometimes, the dreams, but
not so often anymore. Since he'd cut back on his liquor, he could
almost get a full night's sleep, but these siestas always brought
the ugly memories on. Usually he could fight through them and
didn't wake up with his heart squeezing through his ribs. This was
different. Maybe the sawdust in the air drew him back, or the
clouds of bluebottle flies swimming after the dogs in the alley.
Maybe he just missed his sister.

The burning high August winds continued to
beat at the town, laying down a heavy hand of heat that became a
fist at around two in the afternoon, clenching until you wanted to
throw yourself in the river.

Priest tried to shrug his thoughts off. He
got the feeling that somebody was saying his name close by.
Resheathing the blade, he looked to the back of the shop, wondering
what might be rushing toward him now, and checked to see if it had
already come through the back door. Shadows twined among the empty
shelves and he heard his name again, this time in his father's
voice.

It got like that on occasion. He stared out
through the open front door and caught sight of Chicorah, oldest
son of Sondeyka, one of the Apache subchiefs, coming up main street
with three of his braves, bringing Gramps back home again.

Now he could hear the stamp of horses, and
the murmurs of Gramps as the old man argued with the Apaches in
their own tongue, getting nowhere with them. Gramps, as usual when
he came back from one of these journeys, wore a grimace of general
disdain and spoke only Apache. Chicorah kept up his noncommittal
grin, but Gramps scowled, almost pouting, becoming whiter by the
minute.

Despite the treaties, there were men in
Patience who'd draw down on any Apache who dared jump the rez and
enter town. Priest checked the boardwalks and nearby rooftops.
Nobody had noticed yet. He glanced around the store and figured he
might as well get it over with, he'd just been waiting for
something to happen anyway. He stepped outside.

One of Chicorah's men, Delgadito, was a
Chevelon Creek Mescalero, and the other two bucks appeared to be
Mimbrenos. Once the Chiracahuas would have attacked the other
Apache clans as soon as settlers, but Sondeyka had adapted better
than most of the chiefs before him. Delgadito had been a scout for
the army, and he still carried a Burnside .54 carbine. The others
had their Winchesters laid against the pommels of their saddles,
pointed straight up. You stuck a couple thousand Apaches together
from the six main tribes and you couldn't tell what kind of bonds
were being forged up there on White Mountain, who might be starving
and who was still singing to the ghost of Cochise.

Gramps stank of mescal, but the old man's
eyes were clear. He seemed angry, but resigned to the fact that
they were giving him back to Priest again. He wore a breechcloth
and a buckskin shirt much too large for his thin, loose-skinned
frame, and his sporadic month-long forays into San Carlos had given
him a red-mud-colored, leathery look. Nobody knew why Sondeyka's
people had taken such a shine to Gramps, but at least they hadn't
killed the crazy coot so far.

Chicorah kept his hair even longer than most
Apaches, curled and looped in fanciful waves the way Hickok wore
his, as an open invitation for anyone man enough to try to scalp
him. Fifteen or twenty years ago, when Mangas Coloradas and Cochise
led Apacheria, an Indian scalp had been worth two hundred dollars.
Ranchers who'd fallen on hard times used to go after Mex scalps
just as quickly. Mexicans were farmers tied to their land, easy to
find, and nobody could really tell the difference anyway.

Chicorah inspected Priest calmly. "You want
blood."

"I just had a nightmare," Priest said.
"Nothing personal."

Chicorah knew some of the troubles that ran
around inside Priest's skin, and he nodded sagely. "You have a
store."

So he was going to get into it. Priest
steeled himself as best he could, even though it wouldn't work with
Chicorah. "Yes."

"An empty store."

"That's true, for the moment. I just finished
putting the shelves in today."

Actually, most of them had been done for ten
days, but he'd gotten the last countertop sanded this morning. He'd
taken it slow, wanting to stay busy, but there wasn't any point to
it now. Lamarr had been gone three weeks. That meant he'd gambled
most of the goods money away and whored and drunk the rest of
it.

Down the street, buckboards and carriages
bustled by. Priest heard women laughing, and boys yelling behind
the livery. The tension kept growing, and he couldn't be sure if it
was only within him as usual, or if it had finally bled to the
outside. Nobody was looking this way.

"It'll be the largest general store in town,
where you can find anything you need," he said. The words came to
an abrupt end in his throat and stayed there.

Contemplating this, the four Apaches and
Gramps all swung back a bit in their saddles as they studied the
sign above. Their gazes glided over the plate-glass front window
and mounds of sawdust drifting in the dirt. Priest tried not to
sigh. Chicorah pulled a cigar out of his shirt, one of a handful
he'd gotten from the territorial government men who brought the
beef up to the rez. He sniffed at the tobacco, struck a match, and
lit it.

Delgadito went a little further, showing he
knew the score and wasn't about to let Priest waste their time with
any kind of deception. He actually pinched his chin and squinted as
if thinking hard. "Where are the many goods that will fill this
large place? All those shelves and counters and tables?"

"My partner's bringing them down from Haloosa
Creek by wagon tomorrow."

"The big black?"

"That's right. Lamarr."

Beaming now, Delgadito was thinking of Lamarr
fondly. Delgadito had once wrestled Lamarr in White Canyon and
lost, and ever since he'd sort of loved him for it. You could never
tell with Apaches. Step across their trail by accident and they'd
hang you upside-down over a bonfire; or you could kill seventeen of
them while defending a water hole and they'd call you a friend for
life.

"If you gave the big black your money, it is
because you did not want it."

That, too, was true in its own fashion, but
Priest kept silent.

Gramps got off the sorrel, taking nothing
tied to the horse, including the Springfield in the saddle boot. He
came over to Priest and stood there with his head hanging. The
others got down from their horses as well, slowly, playing it out.
They were getting a real kick out of this, the Mimbrenos braves
starting to chuckle a little. Priest kept checking the street,
watching a few passing coaches, the odd glances of lone riders, but
nobody concerned enough to stop.

Chicorah stepped up close and stared at
Priest for a while, leaning forward so they could get deep into
each other's face. The Apache kept grinning beneath his natural
fury, but mostly there was only disappointment.

He eventually turned to Delgadito, who
dropped the barrel of his Burnside, aiming low. Priest frowned
through it all. Delgadito almost seemed embarrassed, shocked that
he was doing what he was doing. This wasn't his way. He walked
until he was in the doorway of the shop, drew down on the lamp
beside the chair, and pulled the trigger. Kerosene splashed
everywhere against the finely sanded pine shelving.

Chicorah puffed on his cigar one more time,
letting Priest know what was coming. Giving him plenty of time to
react if he really wanted to.

Priest just stood there, his shoulder muscles
relaxing for the first time in weeks. Chicorah tossed his cigar
down and they all stood back and watched the place go up.

Flames erupted and the front window fractured
and blew out in less than a minute. Priest didn't work glass very
well, but he had thought he'd done better than this. Now he saw how
mistaken he was. Anybody could tell what a rough-shod job he'd
done.

The fire spilled higher, with spirals of
smoke twirling in the wind. Some of the pine was so fresh he could
smell the bubbling sap. The heated air caused the sawdust at their
feet to first course one way and then the other.

For Chicorah to burn a mercantile store—even
an empty one—while Apaches died up in San Carlos waiting for the
government agents to deliver pathetic amounts of beef and blankets,
showed just how far out on the edge he was. No wonder he and Gramps
got along so well.

"You have a larger fate than this," Chicorah
said. "Your mother and father need no food."

Priest made a strangled noise like he'd taken
a whip across the eyes.

It was almost going a step too far, and
Chicorah seemed to realize it. He braced himself, and Delgadito and
the other two bucks kept their eyes on Priest's blade. Even Gramps
lifted his chin.

Flames warmed Priest's back and the smoke
billowed around him as if something inside of himself were being
burned out. Chicorah was too polite to call Priest a coward, but
the Apache had just come damn close. Honor meant more now than ever
before, as it was stolen inch by inch along with everything
else.

Priest tried to match Chicorah's smile but
knew he looked insane doing it. His breath came in bites, and he
heard his father say his name again. He drew his lips together into
a bloodless, wrinkled line. Then he let it pass, as he did most
things.

Chicorah put his hand on Priest's shoulder
and said, "We have all made too many bad mistakes these last few
years. It is time for you to stop making yours."

They all remounted, and Priest and Gramps
watched the horses trot up the street, in no hurry at all, nobody
giving them a backward glance. Chicorah didn't like cigars anyway,
and tossed his into the dust.

The fire soon swallowed the store, rising in
gushes to surge at the sign above: MCCLAREN & RUSSELL. Lamarr
had never much liked the sign, arguing that his name should go up
top, what with him being the first Negro to own even half a shop in
Patience. It had taken Priest a week to properly carve the letters
and seal the wood. Flames chewed at the words until the paint
bubbled and spit down into the street. A lot of people had gathered
around to watch as the roof started to cave in.

He stared after the Apaches, feeling free of
his parents' dreams for the first time in years as the comfortable
weight of his remorse sank on him once again. He turned his face to
the blaze and muttered, "Thanks."

Whispering behind him, like a rustle of
feather and leaf, Gramps—only an old white man now, dressed in a
silly getup and dragging his skinny ass, looking around with a
tear-streaked, dirty face—said it, too. "Thank you. Oh, my
brothers, thank you."

 



Chapter Two

They could've at
least made a show of it instead of just staring and passing small
talk, telling jokes and spinning parasols on their shoulders, with
Mrs. Henderson offering lemonade off her front porch.

The townspeople of Patience didn't rally with
water buckets, because most of the neighbors knew Priest wasn't
really going to make much of a go with the store anyway. Besides,
right across the alley was Tolliver's Mercantile, and a few streets
over you had Hasseler's General Store, and on the other side of
town stood Freerson's Dry Goods Emporium, all of which had stocked
Patience for the thirty-five years since the town had been settled.
Moreover, none of them came from an insane family or partnered with
a big ex-slave who claimed he used to get drunk with Abe
Lincoln.

Priest heard the mumbles and angry whispers.
"That's what a nigger lover gets. Only a matter of time 'fore
somebody burned 'em out." Priest laughed it off, because none of
them had the salt to say it to Lamarr's face, or even to his own.
At least things were shaking out, and soon he could get on with his
business, whatever that might be.

By the time the ashes had settled and folks
began wandering off, Gramps was lying in a ball near the livery
trough, scaring the horses. Sheriff Amos Burke sauntered over and
took in the scene with a smirk, hoping that Priest was finally on
the way to becoming either a lawman or a full-fledged outlaw, just
so long as he did some damn thing. Priest was sort of hoping
Chicorah would come back and tell him a little more about destiny,
and give him some kind of a hint of what the hell he should do
now.

Burke put a little extra swagger into his
walk now, expecting the embers of the store to throw enough light
to glint against his badge, his bottom gold teeth, and those
polished spurs. He wanted it to give him a rosy-dusk glow like he'd
just stepped out of the sunset. He tried to keep his eyes steady,
but he couldn't help glancing around to see if anybody in the
remaining crowd was watching him.

Women tittered softly, and several children
played hide-and-seek at the other end of the alley. Some of the
whores, awakened by the noise, stepped out onto the porch of Miss
Patty's. The Christian Ladies Coalition scurried across the street
and made prune faces, reciting scripture as the sunlight started to
fade.

Burke kept posing, showing off his profile
first to the left side and then the right. He'd long been an
admirer of Susan Murdock, the mayor's wife, who stood nearby up on
the boardwalk. He'd also ached for Miss Patty, the whorehouse madam
who was younger than most of her girls, and he actually blushed in
her presence. Both ladies took a lot of impressing, though, and
Burke didn't have enough distinction, charm, or money to cause much
of a fuss.

Still, Susan Murdock urged him on as usual,
licking her lips while the mayor pointed toward the trough and
wrinkled his nose at Gramps. Miss Patty, staring down from her
balcony, met Priest's gaze and gave him a wink. They both
understood what was coming.

Here it was. Burke notched up his strut,
really throwing his hips. His brown suit was freshly pressed, and
his bowtie had been perfectly centered under his collar. His thick
mustache leaned too far to the left, and he cocked his head to that
side as if he were about to be pulled over. He stopped in front of
Priest and, much louder than necessary, said, "Priest McClaren,
don't you go running off. You hear? You just set right there. I
want words with you."

As if Priest were sneaking away with stolen
bags of bank money and Burke had caught him dead in his tracks.

Priest wasn't going anywhere, sitting in the
dirt. Gramps, coming back into the world a bit, called "Ethel,
Ethel," and pawed the wet ground beneath the trough.
Grandmother had been gone almost ten years, but at least the old
man was having white thoughts again.

Priest stared at Burke for a while, wondering
what it would be like to be the sheriff of Patience. Maybe have
Lamarr as his deputy, both of them with badges on their vests,
strutting around chuckholes, tipping their hats, and saying, "How
do?" all the time. He could imagine getting soft in the neck and
belly, and trying to find enough wax to keep his mustache from
drooping too far to the east. Priest thought it might be worthwhile
to never have to pick up a knife again.

Mayor Frederick Murdock, who rarely strung
five words together at a time except during an election, put a hand
on Priest's shoulder and said, "Perhaps you'll consider farming
now, Mr. McClaren."

"Farming?"

"Farming is important to the survival of our
community. We need more farmers." He'd gotten so used to saying
pleasant, meaningless things that it no longer mattered to him
whether they made any sense. "You've strong hands. You would do
well with farming."

Priest looked around at the red sandstone
hills, lava spikes and greasewood, prickly pear and saguaro and
Joshua trees, the desolate waste of the boundless alkali flats. He
said, "Thanks for your faith in me, Freddy."

The mayor smiled happily at that and walked
off arm in arm with his wife. Susan Murdock looked backward over
her shoulder at the sheriff, who glowered after her, his Adam's
apple bobbing wildly. His scowl brought his brow low enough so that
it nearly touched the curled tips of his mustache. Susan wiggled
her backside, really pouring on the effect, and the boys in the
alley stopped playing so they could watch. Priest thought it might
be funny to see Burke tonight, staring into his mirror, washing his
face, and mystified at how he'd gotten wax in his eyebrows. Priest
stood up.

Burke said, "We got word that your sister put
down Sarsaparilla Sam in Santa Fe two weeks ago. Eleven hundred
dollars."

"Sarsaparilla Sam?" The hell was the world
coming to when they paid over a thousand for a killer called
Sarsaparilla Sam? "You mean some idiot really went by that
name?"

"It's a bad joke, because he dry-gulches the
teetotaling drinkers and settlers coming in from the East. His real
name is Samuel Wade."

Oh, Wade. The one who liked to find lone
adobes built by families fresh to the West, thinking they could
start some kind of a new life out of the cities. Clerks and their
wives, two or three children with at least one young girl, maybe
around thirteen years old. Wade liked making the girls watch their
homes burn down, showing them what he could do to her parents and
brothers with his lasso.

Molly must've had a hell of a lot of bloody
fun with him before she'd taken him down.

"From what they're reporting, it was ugly.
Unduly ugly. She did him pretty raw, McClaren."

"Good."

"Do you know what you're saying?"

Ashes washed over his boots, and Gramps cried
out for Grandmother again, his hands like claws scratching at the
underside of the trough. "Yes, I know what I'm saying."

"You wouldn't think it was so funny if you
knew the details."

"I don't think it's funny."

They'd gone around like this many times
before, nearly word for word. Sheriff Amos Burke always lost his
composure at about this point, and his voice started to climb a
little higher. Part of it had to do with the fact that Burke had
never seen blood outside of his own shaving nicks, and also because
he thought Molly was sending back wads of reward money to Priest.
It put him in the position of being envious, embarrassed, and
resentful all in one nasty bundle.

"Sheriff in Santa Fe said she left headed in
this direction, and that she's pretty heavy with child. She might
be coming home to Patience."

His sister Molly pregnant? He tried to
imagine it but couldn't bull past the fact that she wasn't even
eighteen yet, no matter how long she'd been on her own. "She won't
be back to stay."

"You so sure of that?"

He wasn't, but he couldn't imagine she'd
return.

"It's not natural for a woman, I tell you."
Burke spoke in a booming voice as if he were giving a sermon,
trying to reach the back pews. "Living the life she does. Christ .
. . Woman—she's not yet a woman, a girl her age, for God's sake,
doing what she's doing."

"Natural enough for her," Priest said,
knowing it was true.

"Don't you have any feelings at all, man? His
body was—"

"Good."

"You're not letting me finish. If you'd
listen you might realize that something should be done."

"You're right, and she's doing it."

"No no, that's not what I mean. So just
listen. He'd been—"

Priest didn't need to have another picture
painted for him. "He deserved it."

"Ethel, Ethel."

With an absurd growl, the sheriff gave it up
for the moment, toed the dirt, and checked over at Gramps. "That
old man is sick. Sick in his brain." Burke skinned back his upper
lip. He'd been working on his sneer again. He was getting a lot
better at it, figuring out just how far he had to raise his upper
lip to get it out from under the mustache. "And I fear you're
heading in the same direction. One of these days you're going to go
mad in the streets, tearing out your own eyes and stinking in your
own shit."

It was a definite possibility. "If it happens
like that, I'll do my best to stay away from the good churchgoing
folks and stick to the back alleys."

"I'll help take you down. It'll be my
pleasure, let me tell you."

Priest inspected the sneer and said, "Pretty
nice, Amos, but you still need a little more practice. You aren't
peeling your smile back quite enough—it's catching on some of those
rotted teeth."

"Why, you lousy son of a bitch."

A breeze kicked up around them, like tiny
hands pushing. There was a moment when it could've gone either way,
and they both knew it. Burke dropped his hand toward his gun belt
and hedged backward, looking for some extra room. Priest took one
step forward, which put him too close to draw on.

Burke's eyes clouded as he puzzled out
whether he should take another step backward and try it again, or
if Priest would just move in on him once more. He glanced down at
Priest's belt to see if the knife was still there. He didn't see
it, and didn't see Priest's right hand either.

How'd it happen like that, so fast, without
any sound?

While he was staring, realizing too late that
Priest had the knife and could open him up wide in three seconds,
Burke decided to live another day and let it pass.

But the sheriff had learned to take some
advice. This time the sneer was a lot cleaner, much sharper. "At
least my sister isn't the only one with guts in my family. Tell me,
what's it like knowing she's out there avenging your dead parents
while you're sifting here with a crazy fool at your feet, a drunk
smart-mouthed nigger for a partner, and so broke you can't even rub
two fifty-cent pieces together?"

Priest considered it seriously, wondering how
Burke's rage might match up to his own. They'd have to see, one of
these days. "Probably not a lot worse than being in love with two
women and not getting so much as a kiss or a kind word from either
of them. Then again, I'm not really sure. What are your thoughts on
the subject?"

"You bastard, I ought to—"

"No, you really shouldn't."

"Ethel, Ethel."

Priest could reach over and yank the star off
Burke's coat, make a fair wage, and maybe even find a wife to keep
his house. Have Gramps live in a room in the attic, or maybe out
back in a shed. Someplace where he could sing Apache songs and not
bother anybody. Give his sister Molly a guest room big enough for
her trunk of rifles and pistols, all the saddlebags full of bounty
money. Plenty of tacks so she could hang all the Wanted posters up
side by side and study the faces of the men she went after. Lamarr
might dry out long enough to handle a steady job, save a little
money, quit fighting the long-dead Confederacy. Priest could try
not to wake everybody up when he got the shrieking fits in the
middle of the night

"What the hell you gaping at, McClaren?"
Burke asked.

—maybe even invite Chicorah over to the
house, along with the Ga'ns mountain spirits Sondeyka said
lived inside Priest. He could introduce them around to his wife and
her friends at their tea parties, everybody shaking hands and
eating finger sandwiches, kids laughing everywhere, one big happy
family.

"I asked what you're staring at!"

Priest walked away from the sheriff without
another word, leaving Burke seething there and spitting out the
now-drooping ends of his mustache. Priest picked Gramps up, carried
him to Miss Patty's, and put the old man to bed upstairs in the
whorehouse.
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