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Cuchillo was a warrior to be feared, but he was not a man easily driven to war. Even when the brutal and sadistic Lieutenant Pinner removed two of his fingers for allegedly stealing his ornamental knife, and branded him ‘Cuchillo Oro’ – the Golden Knife – he sought a peaceful solution.

	Then the true thieves came after him, but still he kept his head.

	But then Lieutenant Pinner took his squaw and his baby boy hostage … and that was when Cuchillo Oro decided that the white-eyes had gone too far …
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	THE SUN-BURNISHED, almost handsome face of Lieutenant Cyrus L. Pinner was set in an expression of tight-lipped anger as he rode at the head of the cantering patrol of cavalry troopers, leading them through the arid hill country north of Sonora in the Arizona Territory of the Department of New Mexico. The six men eating his dust knew there was going to be trouble and guessed that one of the Apaches on the Borderline Rancheria was due to suffer as a result of whatever was riling the officer.

	For Pinner was not the sort of man to store up his rage. He was quick to take offense and lightning fast to unleash his temper. Thus, if a soldier back at Fort Davidson or one of those assigned to the patrol had incurred his wrath, the blow-up would have happened already. But the slow burn had been smoldering when the patrol moved out of the fort in the cold light of dawn. And throughout the mounting heat of morning and under the eyeball-frying fierceness of the afternoon sun, Pinner had been carefully stoking the fire which glowed inside him.

	Never a man to socialize with his subordinates, Pinner had been more taciturn than usual during the long, circular swing of the patrol’s route. He had confined his remarks to curt orders and terse responses. It was not until mid-afternoon, when Pinner refused a request for the normal rest halt and set a fast pace south toward the rancheria, that the soldiers behind him realized that the key to unlock his anger would be found at the Apache encampment.

	Now the patrol was almost there, at the final regular port of call before the easy three-mile ride along a well-beaten trail east to the fort. The irregular rows of buffalo hide tepees came into sight as the horse-soldiers crested a low ridge at the northern end of a broken plateau. It would soon be time to eat, and the cooking fires under the tripods were piled with fresh kindling. Squaws squatted by the fires, stirring the contents of the blackened cooking pots. Young children raced between the tepees in play now that the sun was low in the west, losing its heat and lengthening the shadows. A few braves tended to the corralled horses, but most rested in their tepees after a long, hard day.

	It was a peaceful scene and attractive to tired, red-rimmed eyes, for distance and drifting wood smoke drew a subtle veil across the harsh squalor. And such was the men’s discomfort that when Pinner had led them down the long, shallow slope to the edge of the encampment they were still able to subjugate their distaste for the Apaches and the Apache way of life.

	The soldiers’ faces were stubbled and streaked with dirt. Their clothing was adhered to their flesh by stale sweat. Their bones ached from so many hours in the saddle, their eyes stung from the sun’s glare, their throats were dry with dust, and their stomachs were painfully empty. The trickle of a stream that curved around the western boundary of the rancheria offered a satisfying if brackish relief for their thirst. The aroma of stew mingling with the drifting smoke set the men’s hunger on fire. And the shade beyond the opened flaps of the tepees extended a promise of more than fifty cool places to rest.

	Often, these soldiers and others were welcomed into the camp and invited to rest and refresh themselves. And at the end of such an arduous patrol there were few who could resist the temptation to set aside their natural enmity and accept the invitation. But never men on a patrol commanded by Lieutenant Pinner. Apache hospitality was never extended to such a patrol—and the men knew better than to ask for such a simple favor as a drink of water from an Indian if there was the slightest chance that Pinner would overhear the request.

	As soon as the seven horse-soldiers were close enough to the camp for their grizzled faces to be recognized, a change came over the rancheria. It was dramatic, but not achieved dramatically. The name Pinner was spoken softly from tepee to tepee and from one fire to the next. Squaws looked up from their cooking chores and down again. The occupants of tepees crept forward to crouch in the doorways. The braves at the corral sidled together to form a protective group. The children halted their games and crept close to their mothers. The heat-heavy silence, which had been merely restful, was suddenly ominous.

	Furtively, not daring to be caught in the act, every brave, squaw, and child glanced toward Pinner, then fearfully away. A single glimpse was enough. The lieutenant had ridden into their camp with his heart of stone glowing red with the fire of anger. It meant bad trouble for someone—perhaps everybody.

	Pinner rode ramrod stiff in the saddle and looked neither to left nor right as he set a direct course to the large tepee which belonged to Chief Black Horse. He well knew the effect his expression and bearing had on the Apaches: his very presence in the camp, irrespective of his mood, invariably caused a tremor of collective apprehension to quiver in the very stinking air that hung over the plateau. For of the ninety-five officers and men assigned to Fort Davidson, he was the one most hated by the Apaches of the Borderline Rancheria. And this was a source of great pride to him. From the day of his arrival at the fort six months previously, he had lost no opportunity to engender the hatred of the braves and their squaws, who he regarded purely and simply as murdering savages awaiting a propitious moment to unleash slaughter on the white man. In Pinner’s view, the only way to hold back that moment was to strip the Indians of every last vestige of self-respect. And it was not enough to force them to fear a white face above the blue uniform. He would make them hate that face and constantly pound home the message that there was no outlet for the hatred: in such a way their spirits would be broken.

	“Hey, Black Horse! Come out here!”

	Pinner had halted his horse directly in front of the doorway of the chief’s tepee. The men formed into two ranks of three behind him. There were no nervous glances around, and dirt-grimed hands gripped easily at reins, far from holstered Colts and booted Spencers. The Apaches had lived peaceably on the plateau for a long time. Whether by dictate of Black Horse or fear of the consequences, no soldier from Davidson had ever been molested. But the soldiers were far too interested in what was eating the lieutenant to spare even a thought for the many pairs of impassive black eyes staring at them from every part of the camp.

	Black Horse allowed only a few seconds to pass before he shuffled forward from the darkened interior of the tepee and squinted up at the uniformed figure. Pinner was no more than a silhouette against the bright western sky, but the chief had received word of who was leading the patrol today. Apart from that, no other officer from Davidson would have summoned the chief so curtly. None gave him genuine respect, but all others save Pinner treated him with a degree of decorum.

	The chief was over eighty, his once strong body emaciated and stooped. His copper-brown face was heavily wrinkled and the skin at his throat hung in loose sacs. But his eyes were clear and penetrating as they peered from deep sockets. They still held a great deal of pride which somehow negated the drooping feathers in his headdress and the rents and stains of his hide robe. But not to the prejudiced, insolent gaze of Pinner. At twenty-eight, the lieutenant was enjoying the peak of his physical strength. He did rigorous exercises each morning to maintain his fitness; he stood an inch over six feet, and weighed a little under two hundred pounds. But not an ounce of this was fat, so that where his powerful body bulged beneath the dusty uniform, the irregularities were caused by layers of well-developed muscle. He had a short neck from which his head jutted forward in an arrogant way. His features, beneath heavily-greased, close-cropped black hair, were well-sculptured and he would have been handsome had it not been for the constant sneer on his lips and the animosity with which he viewed the world from his deep-set green eyes.

	Now, as these eyes surveyed the bent frame, crinkled face, and ragged garb of the old Apache chief, they showed blatant contempt. His voice was harsh, ignoring the old man’s gesture of welcome. “I’ve come for my dagger and the thieving Apache who stole it!”

	The soldiers – a sergeant, a corporal, and four troopers – exchanged knowing glances as their bodies stiffened. Their fatigue and hunger were immediately forgotten as they realized just what kind of trouble Pinner was looking for. There could be few men within the jurisdiction of Davidson, be they soldiers; civilians, or Indians; who did not know about Lieutenant Pinner’s dagger. Apart from his devotion to duty and his iron attitude to military discipline, it was the only thing in the world he cared about. It was an Italian cinquedea dating from the fifteenth century—double-edged, with a curved hilt and contoured handle. But it was no ordinary weapon. Its blade was of finest steel, honed to perfect sharpness at both edges and to a needle point at the tip. The hilt was of gold, inlaid with precious stones, and the handle was of ivory. The dagger had been presented to his father, and Lieutenant Pinner had inherited it, as the last surviving member of his family. He prized it highly.

	The squinting gaze of Black Horse did not waver. “You know that a brave stole this thing, Lieutenant?” he asked levelly, his English good.

	“I know,” Pinner answered curtly. “You will ask the guilty one to admit his crime and surrender himself and the dagger.” The lieutenant looked ominously to left and right, his scornful eyes sweeping the impassive faces of the watching Apaches. “That way, only he will suffer for his crime.”

	Some of the women betrayed their fear by clutching their children closer. When Pinner returned his gaze to Black Horse, the old man gave no outward sign that the officer’s threat had provoked him.

	“I cannot do what you ask unless you tell me why you ask it?” the chief asked.

	Pinner’s rage expanded, stoking the fires in his eyes and setting up a pounding pulse in his temple. The men saw the short hairs spring up on the nape of his neck. Taking their lead from the sergeant, they unfastened the flaps on their holsters. Fresh sweat oozed.

	“You intend to disobey me?” Pinner snapped.

	Silently, but without furtiveness, a brave emerged from a tepee to the left of where Black Horse stood. The soldiers knew him as White Dog, constantly in trouble because of his attempts to turn Apache discontent into active resistance. Five more braves stepped out into the open and moved forward toward the chief. They, too, were known to the military because of their allegiance to White Dog’s call to action.

	“No!” Black Horse commanded in his native tongue, and the braves stopped short. They knew better than to disobey his order and confined themselves to staring at the soldiers with unconcealed hatred and fingering the metal heads of their tomahawks. Black Horse moderated his tone as he addressed Pinner again. “Major Anson has spoken of how such matters should be conducted,” he said. “You must speak your reasons. Then I find thief and surrender him to white man’s justice. Major Anson said this thing.”

	Pinner’s face became almost purple before he succeeded in forcing a curb on his anger. What the old man had said was true. The commander of Fort Davidson did attempt to maintain peace with the Indians by adopting what Pinner considered to be a soft line. Allowing the chief authority to apprehend wanted men within the confines of the rancheria was just one aspect of Anson’s compromise with the Apaches. Pinner bit back an angry retort, but kept his tone harsh.

	“There’s no doubt it was taken by one of your savages!” he snarled. “The dagger was kept locked in a bureau in my quarters. When I returned from duty last night, my quarters had been entered, the bureau broken open, and the dagger gone. At least a dozen Indians were at the fort while I was on duty.”

	Pinner felt he was belittling himself by offering this explanation, and he was glad his men were behind him. But it was necessary in view of the attitude adopted by Black Horse—and his own respect for the Army’s chain of command. He had hoped to browbeat the chief into subservience, but had failed.

	Black Horse considered the lieutenant’s accusation for a few moments, then shrugged his thin shoulders. “It is true that some of the braves were employed at the fort last night,” he allowed. “By special request of Major Anson to assist the horse-soldiers with the unloading of a supply train. But there were others. Soldiers. And men from the trading post. I must know more.”

	The pulse began to work frantically at Pinner’s temple again. “Sergeant!” he barked.

	“Sir?”

	“You will cover that man!” He raised a hand and pointed a slightly trembling finger at Black Horse. “If any savage attempts to hinder our search, you will shoot him.”

	The sergeant didn’t like the order. He knew that Pinner had paid mere lip service to the major’s dictates regarding cooperation with the Apaches at the rancheria. But the sergeant unbooted his Spencer and cocked it as he levelled it at the chief. The major was back at the fort. Pinner was here and had his temper on a very short fuse indeed.

	“It’s done, sir!”

	Pinner nodded without taking his gaze away from the suddenly angry face of Black Horse. “You had your chance. I and my men will now carry out a search of every lodge in this camp. If the dagger is not found, every brave will be stripped. If that fails, the girls and the squaws will be disrobed.”

	The old man’s anger, and that of White Dog and his fellow dissidents, intensified with each word Pinner spoke. “Major Anson—”

	“I have abided by my commanding officer’s orders,” Pinner cut in. “And I have six witnesses to testify to that fact. Translate my intentions to your people, Black Horse. Ensure that they know you will die at the first sign of interference.”

	It was unnecessary. Even as Pinner was announcing his plans for the search of the tepees, to be followed by the strip searches if this failed, the rancheria had been buzzing with whispers as those who did not understand English had been informed of what was to happen.

	“Stay in the saddle, Sergeant!” Pinner ordered. “The other men, dismount!”

	“It is wrong,” Black Horse said, his voice rising as all the soldiers save the one with the leveled Spencer slid from their saddles. “But I will tell you the names of those braves who were at the fort. Only they and their belongings should be searched.” 

	Pinner spat into the dust. “No. I don’t trust you to name the right braves. And the dagger is easy to pass from one to another.”

	White Dog and his followers transferred their attention from Pinner to the chief. Black Horse sensed the eyes of every Apache in the rancheria were upon him. He knew he maintained control of his people by a narrow margin. Partly this was formed by traditional respect of the Apaches for their chief. But since they had come to live in virtual confinement at the rancheria, a great deal of his authority rested upon his ability to retain as much dignity as was possible under the domination of the whites. If Pinner was allowed to proceed with his plan, it was likely that White Dog’s following would be swelled far beyond the five hotheads he now controlled.

	“I will ask my people if one of them is a thief,” the chief said suddenly, his voice croaky with emotion.

	Pinner shook his head violently as he drew his Colt. “Your chance has gone!” he snapped, anxious to grasp the opportunity to unleash his pent-up rage that had been nurtured throughout the long, hot day. He swung his head around to look up at the mounted man. “You understand my order, Sergeant?”

	The non-com swallowed hard. He had been watching White Dog and his followers. And had cast the occasional glance toward the many other Apaches surrounding the small group of soldiers. He had no doubt that if it proved necessary to kill the chief, it would be the final act of his life. For the massed fury of the Indians which was held in check made Pinner’s overt anger seem puny as he strode purposefully towards the nearest tepee, his Colt half drawn. With his free hand he gestured to the soldiers and pointed to other nearby tepees.

	“Let them!” Black Horse called in the Apache tongue, and glanced piercingly to left and right, his penetrating stare daring the hotheads to countermand the order.

	They folded their arms across their powerful chests and remained angrily silent. Women backed from the paths of the soldiers, dragging their children after them. Young braves and old men stepped from the tepees’ doorways, and the soldiers went inside. In the silence, which previously had been disturbed only by the crackle of the cooking fires, the crash of
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