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He was the best soldier Fort
Dragoon ever had ... and the colonel was out to break him
…

Colonel Mallory loved
busting young lieutenants like dried sticks. So when he arrived at
Fort Dragoon, he gave every lowdown, scum-eating duty in the outfit
to Lieutenant Ben Hannibal. The colonel's orders were get Apache
chief Togomasai—dead or alive.

But Mallory and Hannibal
knew they’d be looking down each other’s gunbarrels long before
that …
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One

 


 


The silver stripe of the coach road curled down into the
desert. The light brougham stagecoach kicked up a grit cloud that
yellowed the sky and matted men’s faces and hung behind them on
shimmering heat undulations. Here and there they clattered past a
gray-green clump of brush, no bigger than a hat. One of the mounted
troopers pinched sand from his eyes and squinted downhill to the
vast flow of the desert—the narrow green-belted curve of the Smoke
River, then the plain. The trooper said, “Four hours to home. Calm
as a horse trough down there. Won’t see no Apaches
today.”

“Don’t complain, Hoag.”

“Not me, Captain.”

Justin Harris went past at a lope and took the lead
position. Behind him the ten troopers swayed around the lurching
coach like mosquitoes. Sun-charred hands rested on carbine butt
stocks, indifferent to the searing metal heat. Justin Harris was a
dust-slurred scarecrow, the yellow stripes down his pants matted
into the land’s universal sand color. He felt raw and irritable,
the beleaguered captain of a tiny ship of men swaying across the
wastes.

The coach bucked and pitched with a dry racket. They broke
into the cottonwood shade and halted by the river; in a bad humor
Justin Harris watched his men tumble to the bank and drink lustily.
The two horse holders looked on spitefully. A civilian passenger
stepped down from inside the coach and blinked. “Can’t be far from
here to hell, Captain.”

“Not far at all,” Justin Harris said.

Trooper Hoag came back from the river. “Dig down a few
feet, you be right there. It’s a little cooler than
here.”

“I can believe that.” The civilian’s shirt was open down to
the navel; he had left his suit coat inside the coach. Sweat ran
free down his face. He called up to the driver, “Mind if I ride
with you awhile? Maybe the wind will help.”

“Wind’s like a hot God-damned saw,” said the driver, and
spat tobacco juice over the side. “But suit yourself.”

The civilian had a drink from the river and made an effort
of climbing to the driver’s seat. Justin Harris checked the cinch
of his horse. Someone cursed. The shade was tempting, but Justin
Harris turned to the detail’s sergeant. “Mount them up.”

He did not watch. He could hear the
creak of saddles, the jingle of bridle bits. He put his horse into
the river and splashed across the shallows and cut away from the
trees. The heat hit him a reeling blow.

The desert was given to fits of
temper. He had seen temperatures whip up or down by forty-degree
intervals in a matter of hours. A wind would come, shatter the
stillness, destroy, and go on. A powder-dry arroyo would become a
torrent and dry up again, all in the space of a day.

The desert unrolled toward the mountains far away: soil
packed into hard, crumbled powder by a sun stripped naked of vapor.
Here and there a gray plant clung to life, spine-armored, stunted,
defiant.

Justin Harris glanced over his shoulder and fell back to
close up the detail. Trooper Hoag said, “Hundred and twenty in the
shade.”

“What shade, Trooper?”

“That’s it, Captain. But a man can wait. Winter come, we’ll
have easy duty again. I always wait for winter.”

Harris pushed his hat brim up and squeezed sweat from his
forehead. Mica particles and pyrites lay in the ground, set like
diamonds in a brooch on a pale throat, sparkling like sunlight on
ocean crests; the sun was brass, and the little slivers shot
painfully against the exposed surfaces of his slitted
eyes.

Someone said scornfully, “Apache country.”

“Give it back. Let them have it.”

They crossed a low hump and had their view of Fort Dragoon.
It blended distantly into the weathered hue of the desert. The
civilian called down from his seat, and Justin Harris waved a
lethargic hand in acknowledgment. Trooper Hoag said, “That gent
from the Indian Bureau again, Captain?”

“That’s right.”

“Jesus. Another one of those.”

Harris was too uncomfortable to smile;
he might have. His elbows and knees and Adam’s apple were sharp
against the skin; his body was too long; he had a gangling
gauntness. His face had broken angles, all of them brittle, like
the creases in old leather, but he was twenty-seven and by far the
youngest field-grade officer in the Twenty-sixth.

They walked their horses through the post settlement; the
coach driver rested a foot against his brake handle. They passed
the fringe of Agency Indian huts. There was a stink of sun-drying
hides. One of Harris’s troopers cried hoarsely: “Juanita—where the
hell are you?”

They crossed a row of open-front saloons; no one could miss
the outwashing odor of stale beer. A woman appeared in a cantina
doorway, and the same trooper said, “Honey, open me a God-damned
keg of beer—I be right down.”

The sergeant said, “That’s enough, buck.”

Justin Harris drew abreast a small
adobe, and a slender dark woman came from the shadows; she stood in
the sun and looked up at him, neither smiling nor speaking. Justin
Harris nodded to her with reserved courtesy and passed her by. The
woman stepped inside, away from the rising dust. The coach squeaked
and rumbled, and Harris could hear the civilian talking to the
driver. They crossed a barren flat where a fat Apache woman bent,
spreading dirty blankets over anthills. The big red ants would eat
lice and vermin; then she would wash the blankets, unmindful of ant
stings. The woman brushed strands of black hair from her swollen
face and regarded the procession inscrutably until Harris’s
sergeant uttered a Spanish obscenity and the woman
grinned.

Two Apaches in big cowboy hats
squatted in the shade by a mule corral, playing mumblety-peg with a
wicked long knife that glittered fragmentarily as it tumbled. The
civilian on the coach watched curiously; the man’s knuckles were
white from gripping the edge of his pitching, hard seat.

Fort Dragoon had no stockade. There
was an unfenced scatter of low buildings laid out in a loose square
around a wetted-down flat of earth. Beyond the quadrangle squatted
the stables and corrals, along a dry creek banked with brush. Past
the sutler’s store the main gate stood alone like a forgotten Roman
arch, with a faded wooden sign hung from rusting chains. The road
under it was worn deep into hardpan ruts.

“Hot as Juanita’s pants.”

Someone laughed without energy. At the
far end of the parade ground the flagstaff towered; the flag hung
listless, as dust-matted and gray as the rest.

Laundress huts marked the road from settlement to fort. The
depot lay at the near edge of the settlement; the stage halted,
bouncing fore and aft on leather springs. The civilian climbed down
and made the motions of dusting himself off. “My rump’s stiff as a
floorboard.” He threw his head back to look up at Justin
Harris.

“I’ll just wash a few pounds of dust off, Captain. Pick me
up in an hour—is that the hotel? Good God. Well, thanks for the
escort. Tell the major I’ll be along.”

Justin Harris touched the brim of his
campaign hat and wheeled away from the depot. The detail rode past
the regimental offices toward the stables; Justin Harris dismounted
by the headquarters office and passed the reins of his horse to a
trooper. Harris climbed the porch, and the detail, gathering high
spirits, drummed away; the sergeant’s bellowing voice trailed back
from the stables.

The regimental sergeant major stood by the door with his
belly a perilous arc out over his waistband. His shoulders were
thrown well back to offset the displacement of mass. His eyes were
bloodshot; they were always bloodshot. “Easy trip,
Captain?”

“Hot but easy. Any news, McCracken?”

“Not to speak of.”

McCracken never saluted. Perhaps he
felt it would require too much effort. Harris returned the salute
McCracken had not offered, and went inside.

The major was writing, inkwell and blotter at his elbow. He
wrote with a deliberate hand. He poised the quill pen and looked up
with a quick smile that came and went. “Take your hat off or you’ll
scrape the doorway. Good trip, Justin?”

“Tolerable. Simpson’s at the hotel.”

“Oh, God.”

“Yes, sir. He’ll be along. I’m to pick him up in an
hour.”

“Oh, God,” Major Cole said again. Behind him in a dry wood
frame hung his diploma—Warner H. Cole, U. S. Military Academy,
Class of 1847.

“I’m putting in for a transfer to hell,” the major said. He
signed an order with a flourish. “Anything to report?”

“No Apache sign on the route that we could see.”

“All right. Well?”

“Well, sir?”

“You’ve got an hour. Take a bath. Get
drunk. Find a woman. Harass your men. Challenge the adjutant to a
duel. Do something—get the hell out of here and amuse yourself, damn
it.”

Harris was sure his face might crack
if he smiled. He only nodded and went out.

Sergeant Major McCracken had not moved. On the porch he
stood rooted, watching the listless dismounted drill of a column of
“B” Troop veterans. The sun hung midway across a cobalt afternoon.
It stung Justin Harris’s leather face. He could hear the crunch of
the marching column of fours, muffled and steady; now and then the
drill sergeant croaked a husky command and the column changed
direction. McCracken growled, “Sloppy.”

“How long since you’ve marched close order,
McCracken?”

“I learned how before I quit,” McCracken replied.

Footing was loose; the earth was caked
and crumbly. Over the flat roofs of Bachelor Officers’ Quarters,
Harris could make out the blue serrates of the Sangre range. That
was sixty miles away and rugged, but only a prelude to the Sierra
Grande, across the border.

Harris dipped into the hanging clay olla with its long handled metal cup. He
offered it to McCracken. The sergeant major refused, and Harris
drank the vessel dry in a gulp. He hung the cup on the rope net
that suspended the olla. “Is that Ben Hannibal’s troop?”

“I expect it is.”

Harris watched the pale plume of dust, miles away on the
desert. “He’s in a hurry.”

“That don’t need to mean anything.”

“Maybe.” Harris took the cup again, drank half, and splashed
his hands wet; he scrubbed his face. “Camped at Arroyo Seco last
night. I saw three fish swimming upstream backwards to keep the
dust out of their eyes.”

McCracken laughed politely. Harris said, “Sorry. I guess
it’s too God-damned hot for a laugh.”

“Almost hot enough for an Apache,” McCracken agreed. “Here
comes the mail.”

Dust and noise preceded the mail coach. It pitched through
the main gate, a splintered old hack escorted by a sergeant and
five troopers. The coach arrived like an untamed horse at the
adjutant’s office next door and bucked to a halt just long enough
for the driver to toss down the mailbag and bawl, “No freight—no
passengers,” and then it wheeled improbably toward the ugly
town.

“Now,” McCracken said, “that was just two wasted words. Who
in hell would take passage to this tropical paradise in the middle
of the rainy season, I’m asking you.”

The adjutant’s corporal walked out and took the mailbag
into the office. McCracken yanked up his trousers, hooked thumbs in
his suspenders, and backed against the wall; he waited until the
corporal appeared again with a handful of letters, one of which was
still sealed. According to the protocol of rank, McCracken stood
where he was and let the corporal come to him. Harris had another
drink from the olla, trying to stir up the energy to leave the porch shade. The
corporal handed the major’s mail to McCracken, said, “Fresh beer in
today,” and went back to his office next door.

McCracken licked his lips and took the mail inside with a
great sigh and a display of reluctance. When he came back to the
porch, he said, “Dust growing under Rincon Peak. Lieutenant
Hannibal appears to have a burr under his saddle, don’t he? He’s a
good one-bar, that one. Didn’t take him long at all to settle down
to size.”

Justin Harris said, “Don’t let him see your good
opinion.”

“No. We wouldn’t want to be swelling the
lieutenant’s head, would we? But then again, why should the
lieutenant be valuing my opinions, Captain?”

“Hell, McCracken,” Justin Harris said. He tugged the hat
down over his eyes and thrust himself into the sunlight; he went
toward Officers’ Row with slow, long strides.

He washed and changed into a clean uniform and glanced at
the clock; he still had twenty minutes before the man from the
Indian Bureau would be ready. Harris put on a garrison cap and
walked out onto the parade ground. The drilling “B” Troop soldiers
were dispersing into the barracks. McCracken still was on the
office porch, standing in slow-moving shade with his hooded
attention on the approaching dust banner of Lieutenant Ben
Hannibal’s hurrying band of horsemen. The patrol was coming home
after a three-day swing through a wide sector of brutal wilderness.
They would settle their horses and stop by the sutler’s for a beer
to sustain them on their way to the bawdy houses and cantinas of
the post settlement. In a few days their turn would again come to
ride out. It was all part of a pattern without change; the army was
like Sergeant Major McCracken, as immutable as the granite
mountains yonder.

A paint detail, five men without shirts, rounded a corner
carrying buckets and brushes, and readied themselves to whitewash
the adjutant’s porch rails. Justin Harris left the door of his
quarters, yanking down his blue cap, and walked loosely toward the
water trough near the main gate. Pete Rubio was bent there,
splashing water over his head, the reins of his ugly horse draped
over one arm.

Pete Rubio snorted and shook his head
like a wet dog. He ran fingers through dripping straight hair that
fell to his shoulders Apache-fashion. Chief of Scouts, Rubio wore
buckskin trousers and a blue cavalry blouse, testimony to his
divided half-breed world. When Harris approached within twenty
paces, Rubio turned alertly.

“I see you got back with the great son-of-a-bitching white
father.”

“Any sign in the Sangres, Pete?”

“There’s always sign. Don’t mean nothing. Run across tracks
ten hours old—they could be eighty mile away by now.”

“Or looking down your throat,” Harris said.

“Nobody looks down my throat without I know it,” Pete Rubio
said without bravado.

“Offhand, I can’t think of anybody who’d want to,
Pete.”

Rubio’s wide mouth cracked into a smile. “You ain’t so
damned pretty yourself, Justin,” he said, and walked away, leading
his horse. Justin Harris took a small, abstracted pleasure—he was
the only officer on Fort Dragoon who could elicit a break in
expression from the Chief of Scouts. Pete Rubio was customarily the
most suspicious and taciturn of men.

Harris felt grit on his hands—he had
washed them perhaps five minutes ago. He dampened them under the
trough spigot and let them hang dripping. Up on the major’s porch
Sergeant Major McCracken held a desultory conversation with the
adjutant’s corporal. The ring of the corporal’s easy laughter
floated across the compound. It was evidence enough that the
afternoon was waning, that the heat was dissipating. No one ever
laughed before four o’clock.

Harris had a single impatient thought about the
unsatisfactory routine of life and decided it was time to collect
the man from the Indian Bureau. Without pleasure he tramped into
town and kicked his boot heels on the hotel steps to dislodge dust
before he went inside. He had to accustom his eyes to the dim
lobby. The clerk was its only occupant. The clerk was middle-aged
and bald and tired; life had passed him by, unnoticed. Justin
Harris said, “Tell Mr. Simpson I’m here.”

In a little while the civilian came out of the dark
corridor, wearing a bottle-green coat. They went out on the porch,
and Simpson said, “Christ, look at that dust.” His boots were
polished to a high shine. “I’ve ordered a buggy. What’s holding
them up?”

“Nothing happens very fast around here,” Justin Harris said,
faintly irritated by the civilian’s failure even to try to
adapt.

“What kind of man is Major Cole?”

“A good officer.”

After a moment Simpson said, “Is that all you’ve got to
say?”

“What’s the use of idle conversation? My opinion won’t mean
anything to you. You’ll get your own idea of him when you meet
him.”

The man from the Indian Bureau studied Harris. “You talk
more like a cowboy than an officer.”

It was still hot enough; Harris didn’t
summon the energy to think up a reply. A buckboard rolled up,
driven by a small Mexican with an immense moustache. Harris climbed
in after Simpson—dislike disinclined him to offer Simpson the
courtesy of the outside seat. Mr. Simpson sat uncomfortably between
Harris and the Mexican, with nothing to grip. The buckboard was
made of gray splintered wood. It swayed away from the hotel behind
its single dray horse, and by the time they reached the major’s
office, Mr. Simpson’s fine boots had a coat of filmed
dust.

The hack squeaked when its passengers got down. Harris
stood stoically by until Simpson, with a sharp, angry cough,
reached into his pocket and paid the silent Mexican. Sergeant Major
McCracken, on the porch, smiled gently; Simpson did not see that.
He slapped at the fine overlay of dust on his green coat. The face,
normally sallow, was windburned; the lips were cracked.

The buckboard rattled away, making
dust. Mr. Simpson looked very dryly at Justin Harris and went
inside without a word. Harris climbed into the shade. The sergeant
major winked solemnly. Harris could see the civilian walking across
the empty outer office in a stiff-jointed manner, as if the desert
dust had gotten into his joints.

“Getting a little breeze out here,” McCracken said. He
inclined his head toward the office with a low laugh. “That
fellow’s a windy, ain’t he? I hate to see a man the cut of Major
Cole have to kowtow to a dude with pink skin and a soft
belly.”

Harris could hear voice tones from the
inner office. Mr. Simpson talked, and the major responded in a
reasoning way. Presently Simpson came to the door, looked around,
and went back inside, closing the door after him. It prompted
McCracken’s little smile.

Harris sweated in the shade. He had no place to go just
now, and interest in the advancing dust of Lieutenant Ben
Hannibal’s detachment held him on the porch. He had a fair idea
what was transpiring in the major’s office. He knew Mr.
Simpson—knew him without ever having seen the man before. Indian
Bureau representatives were all cut from the same stripe; their
idealism was corrupted by innocence.

A narrow band of sunlight crept onto
the veranda, driving Harris and McCracken nearer the door. Harris
felt mild sympathy for the major. They all resented the periodic
Indian Bureau visitors—intruders from the East, blinded by
inexperience and ignorance, travelers from a far world trying to
set things right with a smile, a flourish, or a pompous
warning.

This incident, now—the Rice family massacre perpetrated by
Togomasai’s bunch. Mr. Simpson would be horrified by the rape of
the wife, the scalping of Rice’s vaqueros. Rice had been tied down,
cruciform, over an anthill. Mr. Simpson would swallow. “You can be
assured I’ll take this story back to Washington, Major. It may put
a little backbone into some of my colleagues who believe in
mollycoddling these savages.”

The civilian would go home and give
the politicians a report. He would see only the incident, not its
cause. The Rice deaths could partly be blamed on Rice’s own blind
pride; Rice had known Togomasai’s gang had jumped the reservation;
Rice had time to take refuge. He had had a choice. But that fact
wouldn’t fit Mr. Simpson’s concept. It would not matter to Mr.
Simpson that where the Apaches were involved, there had to be two
parties to an atrocity.

Mr. Simpson’s people had no great
interest in the truth. Perhaps that was just as well; Justin Harris
had reached a point where concern with truth had no importance. But
it was not the same with men from the Indian Bureau. Facade was
their way of life. With idle, uncaring speculation, Justin Harris
thought of the tempting ideas that must be going through the
major’s head:

A line trooper earns twelve dollars a month, Mr. Simpson.
It may strike you it’s hard to get a good man to work for that. The
army you’ve paid for—it’s a litter of mongrel pups. Some unweaned.
Hill people, stevedores, slum rats, farmers, immigrants who don’t
know or don’t care what they’re here for. Men on the run, hiding
behind an anonymous uniform. Probably every sixth or seventh man on
this garrison has his face on “Wanted” fliers somewhere. We have no
glory to offer, Mr. Simpson. No dedicated troops, no hope for
promotion, no way to bring forces up to authorized strength on the
pinched pennies the War Department begrudges us. Bad weather, food
that gives a man the scurvy, wages a Mexican vaquero would spit at.
A clever enemy and poor chances for decisive combat victories. The
Apache cuts and runs—we nibble at him; it’s all we can do. We’ll
erode them away eventually, and they know it, but they fight
anyway. Who knows why? For dignity, for pride, for honor, or maybe
for pure cussedness. But we’re all crippled. The Apache is far
better equipped to fight here than we are. We’re interlopers, still
learning the basic rules of survival. It’s his home, and he knows
it the way you know your own house in Arlington, Mr. Simpson, so
that you can find the toilet at midnight without lighting a lamp.
It’s tribute to our discipline that we even hold our
own.

A dust devil whirled in the shape of a tornado out on the
flats beyond town. The murmur of voices came through the thin door
from the office. Sergeant Major McCracken had a rigid smile. He
rubbed his paunch absently. A ragged line of soldiers crawled
across the compound, tramping its winding shadow into the earth.
Mr. Simpson came outside unhappily and gave the fort a curious
look. Justin Harris said, “If you like, I’ll get you a
buckboard.”

“I’ll walk.” The man from the Indian Bureau went away
without further comment. The shine was gone from his
boots.

McCracken let the stillness hang for a while. Then he
spoke. “Lieutenant Hannibal’s at a lope.”

“It can’t be too serious. He’d have sent a dispatch
rider.”

“I reckon.”

Major Cole appeared from the office. Hatless, he shaded his
eyes with his palm. The sun was lowering; it reached waist level at
the doorway. The major appeared troubled. He turned a shoulder to
the two others and dipped into the water olla and drank. He said, “Hot,” and
meticulously twisted water from his moustache.

“Hot and close,” said McCracken. “There was a breeze, but it
left.”

“You’ve got a loose tongue, McCracken.”

“Sorry, Major.” But McCracken did not look
chastened.

Mr. Simpson was a small shape nearing the hotel. The major
said, “He had a long, uncomfortable trip and a useless one. Those
people don’t seem able to distinguish between one Indian and
another. It didn’t make sense to him that Togomasai is just as much
an outlaw in the Apache tribes as he is in white country. He didn’t
see why you couldn’t make a treaty. How do you make treaties with
outlaws?”

“Sign it with a Springfield bullet,” McCracken
said.

“We’ll never have them in our sights,” Major Cole said.
“Walk up the row with me, Justin.”

They left the porch shoulder to shoulder. The major said,
“Is that Hannibal?”

“Yes.”

“He’s in a rush, isn’t he?” He took out a cigar and gave it
a glance; preoccupied, he put the cigar back in his pocket and
buttoned the flap. “I hope he’s had no trouble this time
out.”

“You sound jaded,” Justin Harris said.

“Do I? Well, then, maybe I am.”

They passed the Officers’ Mess and turned in at the gate of
the major’s small house. “Too hot to go inside—let’s sit on the
porch.” There were three chairs; the major took the
rocker.

Justin Harris said, “Mr. Simpson get under your
skin?”

“A little. But it’s something else. I had sealed orders from
Sheridan today. My transfer. You’ll have a new commanding officer
in three weeks’ time.”

A gust of voiced breath escaped Harris. “I’m
sorry.”

“I know. Thank you.”

“It’s a rotten turn.”

“Maybe. I can’t question it. Keep it under your hat until I
make the announcement.” One corner of the major’s mouth turned up.
“Mueller would be upset if he knew I’d told you first. I wish I’d
had some way to transfer him at the same time—give you a crack at
the adjutant’s job.”

“I’d just as soon keep my troop,” said Harris. His long face
was wooden. He studied the major’s moustache gravely. “Is it going
to be Mallory?”

“How did you guess that?”

“Rumors.”

“Maybe that’s my trouble. I’m always the last one to know
things. Yes, I’m afraid it is Mallory.”

“Well, then, I’m sorry.”

“You said that before.”

“I meant it differently before.”

The major said, “In the long run none of it makes any
difference.”

A small white cloud scudded past the sun, shadowing the
seated men for a few minutes. The major said, “Mueller will keep
his job as adjutant unless Mallory brings someone of his
own.”

“I understand Mallory usually travels alone.”

“Then you’re stuck with Mueller and Mallory both. I can’t
imagine a worse combination, if you don’t mind my
frankness.”

“Maybe it won’t be so bad.”

“You have an easygoing way of taking things, Justin. I wish
I had it.”

Justin Harris stretched his legs out before him and tipped
his head forward; his long jaw lay along his chest. He brooded upon
his boots. On a gust of wind he caught the muffled drum of hoof
beats, and when he looked up he could see Ben Hannibal’s detachment
of eighteen soldiers slowly emerging from their own dust cloud. The
detail circled the town and rode past the huts which the army chose
to list as laundresses’ quarters; one of Hannibal’s men shouted to
a girl, and the girl waved back, pushing hair out of her eyes,
watching the troopers come in. Lieutenant Ben Hannibal paused by
the headquarters office and passed a few words with McCracken; the
lieutenant nodded and swung toward the major’s house. The troopers
dismounted and shambled into the shade of the stables. Lusty oaths
issued from the place.

Lieutenant Ben Hannibal saluted before he got down; he
loosened the cinch and stepped up on the porch. Neither Major Cole
nor Justin Harris bothered to rise. Ben Hannibal batted his
campaign hat against his leg, clouding the region with powder dust.
He gave a quick impression of a wide but bony young face, a
studious and slightly bleak expression, wind-burned skin caked with
sand. Harris said, “If you grew your hair out, you’d look more like
Custer.”

“Shut up, Justin.” Ben Hannibal was in a poor
mood.

The major said, “Well, Ben?”

“We’re back, Major, as you see.”

“Nobody hurt. You hurried home.”

“Yes, sir.” There was a quiet interval. Harris inclined his
head toward the empty chair, and Hannibal settled into it, sitting
up straight. His eyes were dark-rimmed, and there was dust grit on
his lips. His voice started up, low and husky.

“We went down past the forks and camped outside Spanish Flat
the first night. Crossed trails with Lieutenant Sandin—half a troop
escorting some freight wagons.”

“They came in yesterday.”

“No trouble, I hope, sir?”

“No. No trouble.”

Ben Hannibal screwed his hat around in his hands. “About
three in the morning a prospector rode into our bivouac like a
demon. Gave his name as Keenan. He told me a gang of Mimbrenos had
jumped his camp that sundown. It seems Keenan and his brother and
some others were working a claim right below Santa Rosa Peak. I got
the detail mounted, and Keenan led us up there. We got there about
ten yesterday morning, found three bodies—two shot and scalped. By
the arrow markings my scout judged it was some of Togomasai’s
bunch. The third prospector, Keenan’s brother, must have put up a
good fight—they’d roasted him on a stake before they took off his
hair. There was a lot of blood on the ground. We didn’t find any
Indian dead, but they probably had some—they always cart them away
for burying. They’d cooked one of the miners’ burros, and it looked
as though they’d had a feast there. They took the rest of the stock
with them—one mule, three burros. I had Mingus scouting for me. He
said the Indians hadn’t pulled out more than two hours ahead of us,
so I went after them. Some of them were on foot, and I thought
maybe we’d have a chance to catch up. I figured to leave a burial
detail, but Keenan said they were his kin and his friends and he
wanted to take care of that himself. He was standoffish,
Keenan—made a few remarks about the army. Never there when they
need us, and why haven’t we run Togomasai’s gang down by now—that
kind of thing. He used some strong language. I let it pass,
considering, and the last I saw of him, he was digging with a
pickax. That’s pretty hard ground up there, mainly
rocks.”

Justin Harris said in a tinder-dry voice, “Maybe he struck
it rich digging graves—who knows?” His throat felt taut, and he
wished he had a drink of water.

Ben Hannibal ignored him. “Togomasai knows how to move,
with or without horses. We chased them the rest of the day. Mingus
couldn’t tell whether it was Togomasai or some younger buck leading
the pack—we never got that close. They stuck together most of the
day, straight south past the Mogul Rim, around the east end of the
Piedras. About six last night we got into the hills by Ten Springs,
and the tracks split up, men afoot going one way and pony tracks
another, and then they divided again, going into different canyons,
ones and twos. We singled out a pair of tracks and followed right
up to the border, got there about an hour after dark. We camped and
turned back this morning.”

Ben Hannibal straightened out his mangled hat. “I’m damned
sorry I haven’t got anything better to report. I was half a mind to
chase them across the border into Mexico, clear up to those Sierra
rancherias. They’d butchered three men, and I was good and
mad.”

“That would have been violating the Mexican treaty,” the
major murmured.

“Yes, sir.”

“You did well. You did the best you could.” The major
stirred. “Maybe they’ll put that on our tombstones—‘they did their
best.’ All right, Ben, write up your report after evening
mess.”

Justin Harris said lazily, “Get cleaned up and I’ll buy you
a beer.”

Ben Hannibal got out of the chair and saluted vaguely and
left. The major maintained a judiciously blank expression until he
was gone. “I suppose Sheridan’s orders are the right ones. God
knows I seem to have made a dismal failure of this
campaign.”

“Not your fault, Major,” said Justin Harris.

Major Cole’s shoulders lifted slightly and dropped. “I hope
Drew Mallory doesn’t crush the spring out of that boy. He’s got the
makings. Well, in a little while it won’t be my headache any more.
But you can’t forget who your friends are, can you?”

The sun was a bitter red disk. Justin
Harris made no answer.



 


Two

 


 


Justin Harris was gaunt and
sharp-jointed, but he had superb coordination, and in cool weather
there were sometimes lines of casual good humor around his eyes. He
hooked his boot on the rail of the sutler’s bar and sucked foam
from the top of his beer mug. Beside him, Ben Hannibal stood, young
and sturdy, complaining in an idle, absent voice.

“I wasn’t meant to be a cavalryman. It just wasn’t in the
cards. I feel like I’m split up to my collarbone—maybe that
McClellan saddle’s comfortable for a horse, but for me it’s a
torture rack. When nobody’s looking, I stuff the damned slot with a
wadded towel.”

“How are your feet?”

“Blisters.”

“Then you’re better off in the cavalry.”

“No. I belong in the artillery. I figured it all out on the
way home today. I’d like to be the fellow in charge of firing
twenty-one-gun salutes whenever a general retires in
Washington.”

“And between times?” Harris said.

“Cards, whiskey, and women.”

“You’re a toy soldier, that’s all.”

“I’m no soldier at all,” Ben Hannibal said, and swallowed
his beer with distaste. “Let’s go into town and get something that
will really make us sick. I’ve had enough of this watered-down
brew.”

They walked through crimson twilight past lethargic fat
Indians to Cantina Row. Overfleshed, underdressed girls sat on the
porch of Fat Annie’s, swinging gartered legs and yelling raucously.
The lamps
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