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In the early stages
of the encounter, Sunny Bear avoided fighting with blue coated
soldiers. Who are my people, he wondered, pistol in hand, as his
horse skittered nervously. What should I do with myself?

He knew that he
looked like an Apache, and it wouldn’t be surprising if somebody
tried to kill him. As predicted, a blue coated corporal appeared
out of the gun smoke and dust, riding a chestnut gelding. The
corporal spotted Sunny Bear, steered toward him, and lowered his
pistol for the shot.

Sunny Bear held up
both hands. “Don’t shoot! I’m a United States Army officer!”

The corporal seemed
not to hear, as his horse closed with Sunny Bear. The white Apache
was forced to draw his own pistol, as the corporal fired. The
bullet went wild, the corporal thumbed back his hammer for another
try, now ten feet away.

“God forgive me,”
whispered Sunny Bear, as he pulled the trigger …
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To Ruben


Chapter One

 


IN THE SEASON known
among the People as Earth is Reddish Brown, a raiding party of
eight warriors was returning to the Mimbre Mountains of New Mexico
Territory with forty-three horses and mules “found” in Chihuahua.
They’d been on the dodge five days, neither sleeping nor eating,
but rode firmly in their saddles, the fiercest of the renegade
Nednai and Bedonko Apache bands, their exploits bringing food,
weapons, clothing, and other booty into camp.

Each fighter carried
water in the intestine of a deer, plus a robe tied behind his
saddle, while the bluecoat army traveled with wagons, tents, and
frying pans. Nonetheless, the warriors remained alert, making sure
that bluecoat soldiers weren’t creeping up.

The bravest of
warriors had been selected war chief, and he was Juh, twenty-nine
years old, heavily muscled, with a deep chest and thick thighs.
Riding in advance of the others, he searched mesquite trees and
aloe vera bushes for bluecoat soldiers, his leather war cap adorned
with ancient mystical symbols of the People, his face square,
solid, with high cheekbones and slanted eyes. No expression was
manifest on his lips, and one might consider such a warrior like
iron, but beneath his stalwart facade, Juh lived his own private
hell.

What can a warrior
expect with two wives? He’d stepped into the flames when he’d
married Ish-keh, daughter of Chief Mahlko, after his first wife,
dear Jocita, had been unable to bear children. He, an up-and-coming
warrior, had needed sons, and he’d hoped Jocita would understand,
but she had rebuffed him ever since, and then became pregnant
secretly by a bluecoat war chief six harvests ago during the big
powwow at the Santa Rita Copper Mines, and worst of all,
subsequently gave birth to the bluecoat’s son.

The disgrace was more
than Juh could bear, but he pretended the boy was his, the light
skin and hair coloring considered marks of distinction from the
mountain spirits. No one knew the truth except Juh and Jocita, but
now Juh had been cursed anew, for the same damned bluecoat war
chief was back in camp, near Jocita, while Juh gathered sustenance
for the People, on the lookout for bluecoat soldiers.

The warriors were
prepared to fight instantaneously with bows, arrows, knives, or
anything that came to hand, while the White Eyes army was effective
only when surprising the People, such as in the season known as
Little Eagles, when bluecoat soldiers had stumbled upon an
unprotected encampment in the Mogollon Mountains, massacring women
and children. Jocita nearly had been killed, and still was confined
to her wickiup, treated by Nana, the di-yin medicine man, to
whom Juh had given many horses. Unfortunately, it was the very same
Pindah soldier who’d impregnated her, who’d also saved her
life, and now he too lay in a wickiup, shot in the back by his own
men. Juh could not imagine a worse fate than losing Jocita to
another man, and he would not hesitate to kill any thief who dared
steal his first love.

A speck on the
horizon disturbed Juh’s doleful reflections, and it was his cousin
Geronimo from the Bedonko tribe, one harvest older than Juh, riding
the point. Evidently, Geronimo had seen trouble, so the warriors
checked their harnesses and weapons. As Geronimo drew closer, Juh
almost wished it was the Pindah-lickoyee White Eyes army, so
frustrated was he concerning Jocita. Geronimo pulled back his
reins, and his horse frothed as it shook its great head from side
to side. “There is a lone Pindah hunter straight ahead,”
reported Geronimo. “He must be courageous or very foolish, but he
carries a new peshegar, and his horse is splendid.”

Peshegar was a
rifle, and Juh had the right and indeed obligation to exact revenge
for the Mogollon massacre. He turned to Loco. “You are in charge
until I return.”

 


HENRY LINN DODGE
crawled on his belly, cradling his new Sharps breech-loading rifle
in his arms. Official U.S. agent to the Navahos, he never dreamed
an Indian might harm him, because he fought for their rights at
councils, and even had married a Navaho woman.

Forty-three years
old, dressed like a cowboy, Henry Linn Dodge was popular among
Navahos, but considered eccentric by whites, his affluent family in
the States scandalized by his Indian wife. Many friends had warned
him against hunting alone, but he did not accept advice readily; he
marched to his own drum.

He spotted movement
in the chaparral ahead, shouldered his rifle, then lined up the
iron sights on a spectacular white-tailed deer. With a smile he
squeezed the trigger, an image of sliced venison coming to mind, as
something sharp pierced his left kidney. He couldn’t suppress the
scream of rage and pain erupting from his lips; then another arrow
sliced through his aorta. And thus died Henry Linn Dodge, agent to
the Navahos, on November 16, 1856.

 


IN THE MIMBREÑO sweat
lodge Nana, the di-yin medicine man, threw a cup of water
onto hot rocks. A cloud of blue steam arose, and he breathed deeply
its healthful properties. Fifty-two harvests old, diminutive, with
the face of a wrinkled imp, he gazed at two patients lying naked
before him, as pots filled with boiling plants, herbs, and powdered
rocks bubbled atop the fire. With a large wooden spoon he lifted a
cluster of leaves from a pot, letting its fragrance fill the sweat
lodge, then lowered medicine onto the angry red mouth in the middle
of Jocita’s chest, where she’d been struck with a bullet. He’d
previously dug it out and her skin knitted together firmly, but
she’d become emaciated, cheekbones gaunt. What secrets lurk within
that pretty head of yours? wondered Nana.

He contemplated
Jocita’s long shapely limbs, glistening black hair, and mysterious
lips. But Nana’s passion had diminished greatly in recent years,
and now he was an ascetic, devoting himself to healing and magic.
Certain plant secretions slowed the heart and permitted power to be
gathered where needed, such as the gash in Jocita’s chest.

Occasionally, a
warrior woman would arise among the People, and Jocita was one of
these, who fought alongside the men, a skilled rider and lethal
killer with bow and arrow, not to mention knife and lance. She had
gone on many raids, fought countless battles, and finally the
inevitable had occurred in the Mogollon Mountains. But the life
force was strong within her, Nana directing it where most
needed.

Then Nana turned to
the bluecoat war chief, also naked, a tall, powerfully built man
with an unsightly blond beard, who had saved Jocita in the press of
the Mogollon battle and nearly been killed by his own soldiers for
his efforts. The Pindah was no stranger, for Nana had met
him six harvests ago at the Santa Rita Copper Mines, when both
sides moved together and attempted unsuccessfully to make peace.
Shortly thereafter, Jocita had given birth to a light-skinned son,
and sometimes Nana wondered silently if the Pindah was his
father. He also wondered how much Juh suspected, and whether Juh
would kill the patient before he was cured, or wait until he could
defend himself. Am I saving this Pindah war chief for
nothing? wondered Nana.

He applied boiled
leaves to the Pindah’s back and sang a restorative song as
steam billowed within the sweat lodge, firelight flickering on
woven grass walls.

 


AT FORT CRAIG the
recently widowed, pregnant Mrs. Clarissa Barrington sat in her
parlor, serenaded by a guitar player hired by her maid, chubby,
short Rosita Gaspar. Music soothed Clarissa’s troubled heart, hands
folded upon her enormous stomach, feet extended and resting upon a
hassock.

Twenty-one years old,
Clarissa was of the New York City Rowlands, and her small rundown
shack next to a marsh at the edge of a desert was not the comfort
to which she’d become accustomed. But she’d fallen in love with a
divorced army officer twelve years older than she, married him two
years ago, and now Nathanial had been killed in action against the
Apache, his body never recovered. Often she wished she and
Nathanial had remained in Europe, where they’d honeymooned, but
instead they’d headed for New Mexico Territory. He’d resumed his
military career, and she’d become a soldier’s wife, believing the
odds were against anything untoward happening to her husband.
Unfortunately, he’d been killed shortly after they’d arrived at
Fort Craig, and then she discovered she was pregnant, unable to
travel.

In her grief she
turned to music for solace. She’d been trained as a pianist, and
Nathanial had bought two fine Steinways in New York City, shipping
them to Fort Craig on different days, but neither had arrived,
perhaps because Indians had demolished the wagon trains. Then she’d
studied the guitar, but her belly had become too large to
accommodate the bulky instrument. She felt heavy, puffy, and ugly.
Women frequently perished during childbirth, and babies commonly
were born dead. She felt alone, desolate, separated from family and
friends in Manhattan.

She missed Nathanial
desperately and often recalled when they’d walked hand in hand in
Paris’s Bois de Boulogne and confessed their deepest thoughts. Or
the night in Rome, stumbling about the ruins of the Colosseum,
pretending to converse with Caesar, Cicero, and Marc Antony.

In the clarity that
only music provided, the pregnant widow knew her happiest moments
had been spent with Nathanial, who’d been affectionate and
attentive to her needs. If only ... but no prayer could bring him
back, and she must keep going for the sake of her soon-to-be-born
child.

A knock at the door
startled Clarissa. Rosita opened it, then returned, a worried
expression on her face. “Colonel Chandler and his wife are here to
see you, señora.”

It was an
extraordinary circumstance for the commanding officer and his wife
to pay an unscheduled visit, but Clarissa had learned from an early
age to maintain herself prepared for guests. She didn’t bother to
arise as Colonel and Libbie Chandler entered the parlor, uncertain
smiles on their faces.

“I’ve got something
for you, Clarissa,” said Colonel Chandler gently, attired in his
blue jacket with gold shoulder straps, the orange bandanna of the
First Dragoons around his neck. Tall, fifty years old, he carried a
sheet of paper and a small box. “I’m pleased to notify you that
Nathanial has been promoted posthumously to captain.”

Tears filled
Clarissa’s eyes, as she read the document. For conspicuous
gallantry under fire, Lieutenant Nathanial Barrington is herewith
awarded the permanent commission of captain of Dragoons ...

“A promotion can’t
bring him back,” Colonel Chandler explained, “but at least the army
has recognized his ability. He was a helluva soldier—let me tell
you.”

Clarissa opened the
box, and inside were a captain’s shoulder straps, two silver bars
each. Clarissa struggled to prevent herself from blubbering, for
Nathanial had wanted so much to make captain, after twelve years as
a lieutenant. Libbie Chandler, gray-haired and nearly as tall as
her husband, squeezed Clarissa’s hand. “You poor dear. Why, you’re
hardly grown, and so burdened with tragedy.”

Clarissa tried to
smile bravely, but she felt a wrench in her belly, and her skirt
was becoming wet. Confused, she dropped the citation and shoulder
straps, as the guitarist continued to play softly on the other side
of the room.

“Call the doctor,”
Libbie Chandler ordered her husband, for she was the true
commanding officer of Fort Craig. “And hurry.”

The colonel fled out
the door as Libbie and Rosita helped Clarissa to the bedroom.
Clarissa was assaulted by horrific pain, as if her pelvis were torn
apart. Covered with perspiration, she grit her teeth as Rosita ran
to the kitchen to boil water, and the guitarist stood outside the
door, contributing fandango tunes to the birth of the Americano
child.

The doctor arrived on
the run, carrying his black satchel full of implements, and it
wasn’t long before the scream of an infant female pierced the cruel
Apache night. The guitarist smiled as he strummed an Andalusian
crescendo. Welcome to the world, chiquita.


Chapter Two

 


ON A REMOTE plateau
deep in the Mimbreño Mountains, huts of grass, branches, and skins
were strewn about like monster beetles, and a faint sliver of
orange glowed on the horizon. Women lit breakfast fires, and
warriors stirred on their brush and grass beds.

Among the warriors in
camp that morning was the great Mangas Coloradas, chief of the
Mimbreños, in addition to subchiefs Cuchillo Negro and Delgadito,
plus other prominent fighters such as Victorio, Loco, Chatto, and
Barbonsito, beginning a new day in the land given them by the
Lifegiver, their god.

One camp dog, a
yellow mongrel with the face of a terrier mated to a spaniel,
barked beside a wickiup where no woman prepared breakfast. The dog
knew someone special lay inside, and he was saying good morning in
his doggy manner. He hoped someone would throw him a bone, but
instead a head appeared at the entrance of another wickiup, and the
warrior Cautivo threw a rock at him, striking the back of his
thigh. The dog yelped in disgrace as he raced into the
chaparral.

Barking awakened
Lieutenant Nathanial Barrington, and at first the West Point
officer didn’t know where he was. It felt as though he’d melted
into the ground, having fallen out and into consciousness many
times during his infirmity. He recalled the French philosopher
Descartes, whom he’d studied during his student days. I think,
therefore the Apaches haven’t killed me... yet.

He knew his age,
rank, and unit, and that his wife resided at Fort Craig. He
recalled his mother, brothers, friends, and the moment he’d been
shot in the back, probably by one of his own men. I’m a prisoner of
the Apaches, he realized.

He reflected on the
events that had led him to his predicament and realized that lust
had done him in yet again. He’d met the Apache warrior woman Jocita
in ’51 at the Santa Rita Copper Mines, and had spent one glorious
hour alone with her on the desert. Then the powwow had broken
apart, due to mutual suspicion, and he’d never seen her again until
the fight in the Mogollon Mountains, when he’d rescued her from his
own soldiers. In retrospect, he wondered why in hell he’d committed
such a rash act, but a strange primordial urge had propelled him
onward, into the unknown.

Something rustled at
the entrance of the wickiup, then Nana, the medicine man, appeared,
carrying a steaming bowl of horse meat stewed with vegetables,
herbs, and medicinal substances. “Eat,” he said.

Nathanial let Nana
raise his head and drop food into his mouth, everything finely
chopped because he could barely chew. The liquid trickled down his
throat, and before he could say thank you, another spoonful was
offered. Nana sang holy songs as he rocked Nathanial’s head from
side to side.

 


I am feeding you new
life—

It will make you
strong—

You shall live a long
time.

 


The medicine man’s
gravelly voice sent shivers up Nathanial’s spine. Perhaps they’re
fattening me for the kill, he speculated, for he’d seen results of
Apache massacres. If ever I recover from this damned bullet, I’ll
try to escape.

After the meal Nana
asked in Spanish, “How do you feel?”

Nathanial spoke
Spanish fairly well, because his first wife had been Mexican.
“Mejor,” he replied. Better.

“There were times I
thought you would not survive, Pindah soldier, but now it
appears you are on your way back. In case you are wondering, Jocita
is alive as well, becoming stronger every day. You have saved her
life, and we are very grateful. That is why you have not been
killed long ago.”

Nana called a
command, and two sleepy apprentice medicine men appeared at the
entrance to the wickiup. Nathanial felt himself cracking apart as
they lifted him, then carried him outside and lowered him upon a
bed of skins.

Nathanial examined
women stirring pots, children playing, and the camp dogs. Only a
few warriors could be seen on their way to the latrine or the
stream where they washed. The atmosphere appeared alien to the
native New Yorker, like an asteroid circling the moon. A warrior
examined him curiously, and Nathanial realized that an American
probably appeared as freakish to the Apaches as they did to
him.

Nana kneeled beside
Nathanial and said, “The air and sun will heal you. You must build
your strength for a journey, because soon we must leave this
place.”

Nathanial tried to
move his head, but felt pain in back of his neck. He went slack on
the makeshift bed, closed his eyes, and remembered his poor
innocent Clarissa, who probably believed she had become a widow,
not an uncommon fate for a soldier’s wife. Nathanial often had felt
guilty about removing Clarissa from her luxurious Gramercy Park
home and dropping her in New Mexico Territory, but she had proven
herself a tough little soldier and a highly skilled diplomat on
behalf of her husband’s career. He wondered how she was getting
along without him, and with whom.

Clarissa lay in bed
with her new daughter and felt as if a herd of mules had trampled
her. The babe was red-faced and sleeping peacefully, covered with
white swaddling clothes, bald, with the tiniest hands. Clarissa
felt proud to have given birth to a healthy child, and tried to
convince herself that the suffering had been worthwhile.

It was hard to
imagine pleasant interludes with Nathanial leading to such agony,
but the doctor had been competent, assisted by Libbie Chandler and
Rosita, and now at last Clarissa was recuperating. One child is
enough for any woman, she told herself. I never want to go through
this again.

Each movement
produced new torment, but the doctor said she and the baby were
fine. Clarissa looked at her daughter sleeping peacefully and felt
sad that the child would never know her father, who had no idea his
wife was pregnant when he left for the Mogollon Mountains, because
Clarissa learned the good news following his departure.

Rosita the maid
appeared in the doorway. “Are you all right, señora?”

“I think I’m dying,”
replied Clarissa.

“Miguel is here. He
would like to play for you.”

The vaquero entered
the room, carrying his guitar, wearing black trousers with silver
conchos stitched down the sides. Without a word he sat on a chair
in the corner and picked at the guitar on his lap. Clarissa let
herself drift away on the melody, feeling the warmth of the baby
sleeping beside her.

 


SOLDIERS SEARCHED TEN
days for the missing Indian agent, Henry Linn Dodge, and at
noontime on the eleventh buzzards were seen on the horizon. Captain
Beauregard Hargreaves of the First Dragoons pulled the reins of his
horse in that direction, confident he’d find remains of one dead
white man of more courage than common sense. This is what happens
when you trust an Indian, he thought, as he rode closer to the
buzzards’ meal.

Beau had been
fighting Apaches since the Mexican War, when he’d served and bled
at Buena Vista, among other venues. A medium-height beefy officer
with curly black side-whiskers, he wore a blue tunic with brass
buttons and gold shoulder straps.

Beau had expected
Apache retaliation since the fight in the Mogollon Mountains, where
his best friend and former West Point roommate Nathanial Barrington
had been killed. Now Apaches evidently had murdered Henry Linn
Dodge to even the score, and the next clash doubtlessly would
produce buckets of blood.

Beau wore his
regulation black hat slanted low over his eyes, with crossed gold
swords in front, and the Eagle of America pinning the left brim to
the crown. It was called a Jeff Davis hat because it had been
designed by Jefferson Davis, secretary of war during the Pierce
administration, and one of the nation’s foremost heroes of the
Mexican War. In a holster attached to Beau’s saddle rested his
Colt.36 Navy revolver, with 7-½ inch octagonal barrel, beside the
scabbard containing his model 1855 Springfield rifle, modified to
fire minie ball ammunition, with a lug near the muzzle to hold a
saber or socket rapier bayonet.

His scout, Herb
Latham, appeared in the wilderness five hundred yards in advance of
the detachment, waving his hat over his head. Then he pointed in
the direction of the buzzards.

“He’s found ’im,
sir,” said Sergeant Henderson.

Beau nodded as he led
his men forward. Any man who goes hunting alone has to expect an
arrow in his gullet, he thought.

The detachment
continued across a range covered with gramma grass and cholla
cactus. In the distance gigantic, spirelike mountains thrust
against the pale blue horizon. A gust of cold wind blew around the
horse’s legs, heralding winter.

They drew closer to
Latham, a former mountain man who slouched on his saddle and puffed
a corncob pipe. “I don’t know if it’s Dodge,” he said. “Ain’t much
to go on.”

The scout led them
behind a hackberry bush, where a skeleton lay, adorned with a few
remaining chunks of flesh. A whiff of rot came to Beau’s nostrils
as he climbed down from his horse. No clothing or weapons were in
the vicinity, for the Apaches had carried everything away.

Beau couldn’t say for
certain it was Dodge, but the Indian agent was the only white man
who hunted alone, and Dodge never had returned to the Zuni Pueblo.
Beau took out a notebook and jotted the approximate location of the
corpse.

“Sergeant Henderson,
organize a burial detail.”

Beau sat upwind of
the corpse, rolled a cigarette, then continued writing his report,
which, after returning to Fort Union, would be copied and
distributed to other commands, and finally someone with an eagle or
a star on his shoulder might order a new campaign to subdue
Apaches. It might take another ten years to defeat the bastards,
estimated Beau, but one day Americans will hunt this land without
worrying about arrows in their backs.

 


JUH AND HIS warriors
were spotted by guards long before they returned to camp. The word
was passed along—the raiding party had won many horses and mules,
and the People looked forward to a feast of mule meat, their
favorite delicacy.

Jocita the warrior
woman received news of her husband’s imminent arrival as she rested
in front of her wickiup, watching women working skins, chopping
wood, making baskets, or engaging in other domestic work. Her chest
felt broken by the Pindah bullet, and every breath carried
new misery, but her warrior woman code permitted no tears. She had
much to live for, such as her growing son, and for the People, to
whom she had dedicated her life.

She was curious about
the Pindah soldier who’d saved her, for long ago they’d lain
together on the desert floor, a tumultuous experience for a dutiful
warrior woman. The fruit of that brief conflagration of lust was
her beloved child, who stepped cautiously toward her. Five harvests
old, with lighter hair and skin than most Apaches, Running Deer had
been selected for special favor, it was widely believed.

He touched his little
hand to hers. “I miss you,” he said sadly.

“Has Ish-keh been
mean to you?”

“No, but it is not
like being with my real mother.”

“Soon I will heal,
and we shall hunt together.”

“My father is
returning with horses,” said Running Deer. “Perhaps he will give me
one.”

“You are too
young.”

“But cousin Geronimo
has the power of the bat.”

The People believed
bat power made them better riders, since bats are clinging
creatures. “I shall speak with him,” promised Jocita.

The boy’s eyes filled
with tears as he gazed at his pale weakened mother. “I worry about
you,” he blurted, then fell upon her and hugged her tightly.

“Easy,” she said, for
her wounds still were raw.

Cheering erupted
around them as the victors entered camp. Juh rode in front, back
straight, head held high, bouncing in his saddle, while at the edge
of camp, stolen livestock watched morosely. Their meat would help
the People survive Ghost Face, the season snow covered the
land.

The joyous sounds
drew Chief Mangas Coloradas out of his wickiup, where he’d been
sleeping. Sixty-two harvests old, six feet and six inches tall, he
was considered the greatest chief who’d ever lived, but now was
fatigued by a lifetime of warfare and raiding.

Juh dropped from his
saddle and bowed before Mangas Coloradas, then made his report, but
failed to mention the murder of the lone hunter. Mangas Coloradas
was pleased to have plenty of food for the winter. “Who is equal to
Juh?” declared Mangas Coloradas. “The People are grateful for your
courage.”

Next came Victorio,
lean, tall, thirty-one years old, heir apparent to Mangas
Coloradas, and he too congratulated Juh, followed by other
subchiefs, warriors, di-yins, maidens, and children—the
encampment showered Juh with praise and gratitude.

They followed him as
he made his way to the wickiup of Jocita, before which she lay,
Running Deer at her side. Juh bowed to his first wife and declared,
“I give my new horses to you, my dear Jocita. And how are you
progressing?”

“Much better now that
you are home, my husband.”

He touched his lips
to her cheek, while fifty paces away Ish-keh made a faint
benevolent smile, although she hated Jocita, because Juh loved
Jocita more than Ish-keh, the medium by which he made sons. Ish-keh
feared Juh would leave her for Jocita, a humiliating affront to the
daughter of the deceased Chief Mahlko.

Ish-keh feared she
was losing prestige and beauty, and Juh might take away her slaves,
forcing her to gather firewood and work skins all day long, not
desirable pastimes for one who appreciated leisure. She feared
she’d become a bizahn woman, with no husband to care for
her, forced to sell her body to warriors in exchange for meat.

Juh continued talking
with Jocita, ignoring Ish-keh, before the clan. If Jocita dies,
thought Ish-keh wickedly, my position would be greatly enhanced.
Perhaps Jocita will take a turn for the worse, especially if I pay
a sorcerer to hex her.

 


AT FORT UNION a
detachment of dusty, sweaty dragoons rode toward the stable, led by
Captain Beauregard Hargreaves. He climbed down from the saddle in
front of the big proscenium door, slapped his Jeff Davis hat
against his thigh, and headed for the orderly room, where Sergeant
Major Tim Harris shot to his feet at the sight of the returning
officer. “Welcome back, sir. Did you find him?”

“I’m afraid we buried
what was left of him.” Beau handed over his report.

“The colonel may want
to speak with you. Please have a seat, sir.”

Beau dropped onto a
chair as the sergeant major walked to the office of Colonel Dixon
Stanbury Miles, commanding officer of Fort Union. Tired, smelly,
Beau was anxious to see his wife and children, then take a good hot
bath.

“He’ll talk with you
now, sir,” said Sergeant Major Harris.

Beau marched into the
colonel’s office and was not surprised to see that officer
bleary-eyed and red-nosed, because Colonel Miles was said to be a
drunkard. Beau came to attention in front of the desk and saluted
smartly.

“Have a seat,
Captain,” said Colonel Miles, mildly slurring his words. “Are you
sure the body you saw was Henry Linn Dodge?”

A wave of alcoholic
fumes blew over Beau. “I can’t be completely certain, sir, but
since he was hunting in the area, who else could it be?”

“If this is how
savages treat friends, I can imagine what they’d do to a lost
soldier. Care for a drink?”

Colonel Miles opened
a desk drawer, produced a silver flask, and tossed it to Beau, who
took a swig of the standard cheap whiskey sold at the sutler’s
store, just what he needed after two weeks of scouting.

“I suppose you’re
anxious to return to your family,” said Colonel Miles. “Whenever I
need a job done, I can rely upon Captain Hargreaves.”

Beau crossed the
parade ground, reflecting upon what Colonel Miles had said. Perhaps
I’ll make major by the time I’m forty. He noticed a blond woman
holding her skirts and running toward him, the former Rebecca
Harding, followed by his two children, Beth and Beau II. The
hardship and boredom of military life seemed tolerable to Beau, as
long as he had his family. He rushed toward them, scooped his wife
in his arms, and kissed her lips.

“I’ve missed you so
much,” she said.

He felt her strong
frontier body and knew the world was fundamentally sound. Then he
kissed his children, took their hands, and headed for their little
insect-infested log home on officers’ row. The maid prepared the
bath as Beau frolicked with his children. Finally, after countless
kisses and hugs, he disrobed alone in the kitchen, lit a cigar,
soaked in the tub, and pored through the stack of newspapers
Rebecca had reserved for him.

According to
editorial writers, the most hotly contested presidential campaign
in American history was taking place in the States. The Democratic
candidate, former Senator James Buchanan of Pennsylvania, had
become front-runner, hotly pursued by the highly popular Republican
John C. Frémont, known as the Pathfinder for his explorations of
the Rocky Mountains, while Millard Fillmore, former U.S. President,
carried the banner for the new American Party, consisting mostly of
old-line Whigs, Know-Nothings, and the most conservative elements
in America. The unpopular sitting Democratic President, Franklin
Pierce of New Hampshire, had been denied his party’s renomination,
thus throwing the race wide open.

Beau imagined
parades, speeches, and wholesale mendacity in every city and hamlet
as he lay in his tub. Each newspaper picked its favorite, then
described the opposition in the most scathing terms, while
editorial writers commonly made outrageous declarations.

For example, Horace
Greeley’s influential New York Tribune hoped the South would
secede, because America should never countenance the evil of
slavery. On the other side of the Mason-Dixon line, the
Charleston Mercury urged an immediate armed attack on
Washington, if Frémont was elected to the White House. The best
speakers of each party traveled the country and harangued voters,
while Buchanan sat out the election at his estate near Lancaster,
Pennsylvania; Frémont resided quietly on West 12th Street in New
York City, and Fillmore dined every night with his wife in Buffalo,
New York.

Beau scrubbed the
desert out of his ears as he feared for the future of America. But
like many southerners, he believed no one had the right to tell
another how to manage property, such as slaves. Beau was no ardent
supporter of the “special institution,” considering it inefficient,
not to mention morally questionable, but the economy and society of
the South was based on slavery, and the problem couldn’t be solved
in one day by the edict of Yankee politicians who owned no slaves
and maintained a financial stranglehold around the throat of the
South.

There was the
notorious Tariff of Abominations, which forced the South to pay
more for northern manufactured goods, and the South was taxed to
pay for improvements in roads, canals, and other facilities that
aided and abetted the economy of the North. The South was
outnumbered in the Senate and Congress, and leading Yankee
politicians openly called for a Negro revolt, or in other words,
the massacre of southern whites. Beau shuddered at the possibility
of facing former friends and West Point classmates on the
battlefields of the future.

But surely the
politicians will find an honorable way out of the mess, he figured,
as he listened to his children banging on the kitchen door. “How
much longer?” asked his daughter.

Beau dried himself,
looking forward to milk and cookies with his wife and children. If
it weren’t for them, he thought, God only knows what drunken stupor
I’d be in right now.

 


NATHANIAL WAS DOZING
in front of his wickiup, when he heard approaching footsteps. It
was Nana, a smile on his face. “How do you feel today, White
Eyes?”

“Better.”

Nana pushed up
Nathanial’s eyelids with his thumbs. “Yes, you are better, I am
happy to say. Have you noticed anything unusual?”

“I was asleep most of
the time.”

“And blind the rest
of the time. A celebration will be held tonight, and then, in a few
days, we will move south.”

“What are we
celebrating?”

“Horses and mules
that Juh has found.”

Nathanial knew what
found meant, and wondered how many White Eyes had been
killed in the transfer of property. “How is the woman?”

“Stronger.”

After Nana walked
off, Nathanial pondered the fair Jocita. Throughout Nathanial’s
life he’d met females who’d addled his otherwise disciplined brain.
Many had rejected his advances, wisely in his opinion, for he was
imperfect in many ways, particularly the ones that included low
passions. He’d been unfaithful only once during his first marriage,
because he’d been at the Santa Rita Copper Mines, far from home,
and fell under the spell of Jocita the warrior woman. Soon she and
I will be well, brooded Nathanial. And the hills are full of caves
and gullies where two people can hide. Perhaps ... but he caught
himself. I’m a married man and shouldn’t be thinking this way. His
first wife had divorced him because she didn’t enjoy being an army
wife and living in remote posts, but he’d never been unfaithful to
his dear Clarissa.

Nathanial noticed an
Apache boy with strange light hair and a crucifix around his neck,
approaching cautiously. “Don’t be afraid,” whispered Nathanial in
Spanish.

The boy advanced.
“You are a giant,” he said.

“What is your
name?”

“Running Deer.”

“And who is your
father?”

“Chief Juh,” the boy
said proudly. “He has brought many horses and mules to the People,
and that is why we are happy. And my mother is a great warrior
woman of the people—her name is Jocita. You have saved her life,
and I thank you for giving her back to me.”

Nathanial was jolted
to realize that apparently he had sired another child. Indeed, the
boy bore a strong resemblance to Nathanial’s mother, while his
light hair doubtlessly had been bequeathed by his father, a certain
captain of dragoons. My God, thought Nathanial, as ramifications
exploded across his mind. He’d never dreamed that his brief drunken
orgy with Jocita would produce a child. “Where did you get the
cross?”

The boy took it in
his hand. “My mother gave it to me. She said it has power.”

Apaches made jewelry,
but not golden crucifixes. It almost certainly had been taken from
a Mexican who lost his life in the deal. The boy looked like an
Apache cherub as he tilted his head to the side. “You are a
Pindah soldier. Why did you help my mother?”

“I wish I knew.”

“Are you loco?” The
boy pointed to his head.

“I think so.”
Nathanial decided it was time to change the subject. “What kind of
games do you play?”

“The moccasin game,
the arrow contest, and racing. My mother will teach me to hunt deer
when she is better. She can shoot the eye out of a snake with an
arrow. Some say if she had been a man, she would be a war chief.
You are a war chief, no?”

“In a way.”

“How did you become
so big?”

“A gift from the
mountain spirits.”

“I must prepare for
the dance,” the boy said, drawing backward. “It will be fun. The
women are making tizwin.”

“What’s
tizwin?”

“Something to
drink.”

Running Deer pointed
to a fire, where a woman stirred an iron pot, then he departed.
Nathanial followed him as far as his eyes would permit. He walks
like my father. Nathanial then recalled his other son and daughter,
who resided with his first wife, a Mexican named Maria Dolores
Barrington, in Santa Fe. He hadn’t seen them since he remarried,
and reckoned that little Carmen was two, and the boy Zachary Taylor
Barrington, would be about Running Deer’s age. I’ve got women and
children all over the North American continent, mused Nathanial.
What kind of man would do such things?

 


IN SANTA FE, not far
from the Palace of Governors, Maria Dolores Barrington was having
dinner with her two children. “I’ve made an important decision
today,” she said, hoping to convince them with her self-assurance.
She was a tall, large-boned woman with a surging bosom and straight
black hair gathered into a bun behind her head. “The most important
element in a man’s life is education, and I have decided to send
you, Zachary, to a boarding school in the East.”

The boy was a
rosy-cheeked replica of his father, minus the beard. “I’m not
going,” he said casually as he speared an enchilada with his
fork.

“You should not make
up your mind before you hear what I say.”

“I don’t care what
you say,” the boy retorted. “I’m staying here.”

“But schools are
better in the East, and your father’s relatives are wealthy and
influential. I don’t think you realize how important is
education.”

“I don’t care what
you say,” said the boy. “No.”

“What if I
insist?”

“I don’t care.”

Little Carmen piped
up. “I want brother here.”

“You can study in the
East as well when you’re old enough,” Maria Dolores told her.

“You want to get rid
of us,” said Zachary, so you can be alone with him.”

The children hated
her man, whose name was Mc-Cabe and who lived in one of their
mother’s hotels. Maria Dolores blushed before her children. “It’s
not true.”

“I’m not going
anywhere,” said Zachary. “I want to be here when my father
returns.”

Maria Dolores paused
to recollect herself. “But he’s not returning, Zachary. You father
has been killed by the Apaches.”

The boy leapt to his
feet and pounded the table with both hands. “No—no—no!” he
hollered.

Carmen copied
everything her big brother did, so she joined heartily in the
protest. “My papa alive!” she screamed.

Maria Dolores wanted
to smack them, but the death of their father had shaken them
deeply, as it had her. It also caused them to hate her new man,
whom they suspected, in their young minds, of causing their father
to leave home.

Maria Dolores had
learned to her dismay that characteristics she disliked in her
former husband, such as thick-headed stubbornness, had been
transmitted to their children. “You do not need to go East,” she
said wearily, “but maybe you will change your mind next year.”

“I’ll never change my
mind!” shouted Zachary.

Juh crawled into
Jocita’s wickiup. “How do you feel?” he asked.

She lay still, except
for faintly moving lips. “I want you to do me a favor,” she
whispered. “I want Running Deer to have the power of the bat.”

“But he is too
young!”

“In the old time boys
rode even younger than he.”

“True, but Running
Dear... is a delicate child.”

“Riding lessons will
toughen him, and Geronimo is your cousin. He will do it if you
ask.”

“How can I refuse
you?”

“You have done far
worse than refuse me, I am afraid.”

“Why can’t you
forgive me?” he pleaded.

“Because you do not
deserve to be forgiven. In your heart you are Ghost Face.”

Her words felt like
lashes on his heart. “If you were a man, I would kill you.”

“If I were a man, I
would have killed you long ago.”

“Once we loved each
other, and now we threaten to kill each other. How low we have
sunk.”

“You have
sunk, not I,” she accused.

“What about your
Pindah lover?” he inquired sarcastically. “Don’t pretend to
be chaste with me, my dear wife. Perhaps, to impress you with the
seriousness of my love, I should kill him.”

“Look at me,” she
replied.

He leaned closer and
peered into eyes burning like red-hot coals. “If you kill him,” she
said evenly, “you will need to look over your shoulder the rest of
your life ... for me.”

 


IN NEW YORK City, on
the north side of Washington Square, the postman placed mail into
the slot of a three-story brick building and heard it fall to the
floor on the other side. While departing, he heard footsteps, then
the door opened. A Negro maid in black uniform and gray apron stood
with a handful of letters. The postman accepted them, then the maid
picked up the delivered mail and closed the door in the postman’s
face.

The maid, Belinda,
carried letters into the fashionably appointed home, frowning when
she found one marked New Mexico Territory. Her mistress,
Amalia Barrington, had been bedridden since her son had been killed
by wild Indians in New Mexico Territory, and Belinda hoped it
wasn’t more bad news.

She carried the
letter through the parlor, where paintings of Barrington ancestors
stared down at her. Belinda had been a house slave on a plantation
in South Carolina, then Nathanial bought her, set her free, and
found her a job in his mother’s home. Still, she performed chores
as in South Carolina, but now was paid for her labor, saved money,
and her son attended school.

She climbed the
stairs, passing a painting of Nathanial in his West Point uniform,
sword at his side. If the truth be told, Belinda and Nathanial had
felt a certain attraction, but neither dared cross that treacherous
color line. Belinda walked down a corridor and knocked on the
door.

“What is it?” asked a
faint voice on the other side.

“A letter from your
daughter-in-law.”

Belinda opened the
door, and a wave of mustiness struck her nostrils. “You should let
me open the windows, Mrs. Barrington.”

“Leave them alone,”
said the figure on the bed.

Belinda placed the
envelope into the pale, withered hand. “Can I bring you anything,
madame?”

“I want to be alone,”
sighed the voice beneath the covers.

Belinda closed the
door, then paused in the corridor, ear glued to the door. She heard
the tear of paper, then the letter was unfolded eagerly. Belinda
wondered what news it contained, but she had much work to do, for
she and her husband, Otis, another of Nathanial’s former slaves,
managed everything themselves, including caring for horses in the
stable.

On the other side of
the door Amalia Barrington read the letter rapidly. A bony wizened
woman with uncombed gray hair, she prayed Nathanial had been found
alive, but instead he’d finally made captain, although he couldn’t
enjoy the honor. A tear came to Amalia’s eye because he’d wanted so
desperately to make captain. Perhaps he tried to impress his
commanding officers by exposing himself needlessly, and got killed,
reasoned Amalia.

She believed herself
responsible for Nathanial’s death, because she’d encouraged him to
apply for West Point, recognizing that he needed discipline. When a
plebe, he’d wanted to resign, but she’d forced him to continue. Now
he was dead, due to her insistence

Only the prohibitions
of the Episcopal church prevented her from committing suicide. She
felt like a failure because her husband had left her for a younger
woman, and then she’d killed her son. I destroy everything I touch,
she thought, then read the rest of her daughter-in-law’s letter.
She’d known Clarissa as a child, and considered her an outstanding
musician.

Amalia discovered
that Clarissa had become mother of a healthy baby, the first good
news since Nathanial had been killed. The child had been named
Natalie, because the name was similar to Nathanial. Ordinarily,
Amalia saw no point in getting out of bed, but she was moved to
open one of the windows, put on her robe, and sit in her chair, to
read the letter again. Nathanial will live in Natalie, thought
Amalia. All is not lost.

 


THE APACHE CAMP was
still as the sun sank behind distant mountains. Nana, carrying a
clay drinking cup, strode toward Nathanial. “Have some of this,” he
said.

Nathanial never
questioned the remedies of Nana, so opened his lips and let the
di-yin pour sour tangy liquid into his mouth.

“It will make you see
strange things,” explained Nana.

It would be difficult
to find anything stranger than this camp, reflected Nathanial.

“Subchief Juh has
invited you to join him and his family at his wickiup.”

Nana nodded to his
apprentices, who lifted Nathanial’s bed and carried him across the
encampment. Children walked alongside, staring at him curiously.
Weak, asleep most of the time, his body was mending, and he hoped
to be upright in a matter of months.

Nathanial spotted a
figure lying on a grass bed in front of a wickiup and realized it
was Jocita. Only her bloodless face could be seen, the rest of her
covered with soft buckskin, yet her cold beauty stirred him in
areas that he thought had become permanently disabled. His bed was
placed a few feet from hers, and nearby sat Juh, an unhappy,
artificial smile disturbing his swarthy features.

“I must thank you
again,” said Juh stolidly, “for saving my wife’s life.” From
beneath piles of skins he withdrew Nathanial’s bloodstained blue
uniform with a bullet hole in the back, plus his rifle, two
pistols, ammunition, saddlebags, and even his wide-brimmed vaquero
hat, marred by a few drops of blood. “for you,” he said.

The camp fell silent
as the glowing red orb kissed mountainous sprawls on the purple
horizon. To Nathanial’s left a rank of men sat on the ground, drums
between their knees, swathes of black cloth covering their faces.
Not far off sat more musicians with crude one-stringed lutes. Fire
crackled in the pit, and an explosion in a log sent sparks
flying.

Nathanial noticed
movement higher up the mountain, and his hair stood on end at the
sight of creatures with fantastically shaped heads descending
toward the camp. They looked like monsters, but then common sense
intervened, and he realized they were Apache warriors in costumes,
with bizarre, tall headdresses and knee-length kilts.

In a line they
descended toward the camp, their faces painted with esoteric
designs, scepters in their hands. Nana moved closer to Nathanial.
“They are called the Gahn, and they represent the mountain
spirits who once lived among us, and treated us as their
children.”

A roll of drums
assaulted Nathanial’s ears, and the lutists began to pluck. It was
no slow waltz, or even a Virginia reel, but a frantic driving beat.
The dancers circled the fire, waving their scepters and kicking
high. One of them, all in black, leapt into the air, seemingly
defying the laws of gravity. The dance appeared erratic and insane,
unlike the smooth choreography that Nathanial had seen in ballrooms
or theaters. What madness is this? he wondered.

He tried to keep an
open mind, yet could not deny there was something savage and
frightening in the erratic movements. It was unreal, unlikely,
totally new. A chant began among warriors and women as they joined
the masked dancers. They’re thanking their pagan gods for helping
them steal livestock, Nathanial surmised. How odd.

The last sliver of
sun disappeared beneath jagged mountains, the sky pulsated with
blue and red streaks, and Nathanial felt mildly intoxicated.
Strange multicolored elves cavorted in tongues of flame arising
from the fire, reminding him of a painting by Hieronymus Bosch. I
wonder what poison they put into that tizwin.

The shoulders of the
drummers rolled in unison as they pounded stretched antelope skins.
Children and dogs joined the dancers, everyone supplying his or her
expression of the beat. This was not a prim and proper gavotte,
with everyone’s foot pointing in the proper direction. It was
whatever the dancer wanted it to be, provided one kept the
beat.

Nathanial’s masculine
eyes paid special attention to women silhouetted by roaring flames,
shaking their buttocks and breasts beneath deerskin skirts.
Occasionally one would whirl, and a certain lascivious officer
would receive a glimpse of dusky leg. Even in his weakened
condition, Nathanial could feel sparks of desire rekindling his
veins.

“Another drink?”
asked Nana.

The di-yin
took Nathanial’s clay cup and filled it with murky brown liquid
from a matching clay pitcher. If my medicine man says it’s good for
me, who am I to disagree? Nathanial asked himself as Nana raised
the cup to his lips.

The West Pointer
drained the putrid-tasting liquid; it burned all the way down. What
am I worried about? he asked himself. Why don’t I simply relax? The
eyes of the masked musicians glittered in the firelight, and all
around the campsite, warriors, wives, maidens, children, and dogs
gamboled merrily.

Even Victorio joined
the festivities, and then Juh dived into the throngs, disappearing
behind swarms of dancers. The great chief Mangas Coloradas emerged
from the crowd, hopping on one foot, then the other.
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