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  The Llano Estacado

There is a desert. In fact, there are many. Of all kinds and constitutions: fiery, icy, even both depending on the time of day they are inspected. There are deserts of people, and also of the soul, desolate like barren moors, still being surrounded by others. However, for those who travel, live, and see their life run out in a desert; none of the others exist. The incontestable vastness of the one trapping them in the present erases any other from the mind. It could be said, then, that there is only one desert: the one we already know. The others hardly resemble and remind us of this one.

That is why, when the convoy stopped in its dry tracks (excuse the geographical redundancy) in the middle of one; It mattered little to the travelers which one it was. They knew what they needed, enough, the sure thing: It was the desert or their lives. Every other road was plagued by bandits and unspeakable dangers, the kind that carrying a little more water in your saddlebags does not solve. After all, one can go thirsty and recover, but being kidnapped by cattle rustlers or scalped by the Aborigines is more frightening. Especially scalping, the ritual practice that involves tearing off the victim’s scalp, while their body is still warm, as a trophy. The ignorance of the cowboys regarding these customs, unknown in the area, did not matter. They had heard it was better to die a duel than to fall into their hands and be scalped. No one would convince them otherwise. Not even if a wise man explained to them that the custom also occurred in old Europe and other parts of the world before, and after.

Such ignorance plunged them into the jaws of a predator a thousand times more voracious than any human. A region in which to see prickly pears, those springs loaded with water in the shape of a giant cactus, was a miracle. The oppressive heat, coupled with the absence of ambient humidity, made horses and people alike pant. The pace became progressively slower. Agonizing, feeling the trembling of the rocks and how the sand gives way between the horses’ hooves, in a painful analogy to exhausted forces. Too far from the desired destination, too close to the final port awaiting every human. Death and its presence, hovering as a vulture in the air. Going through the dry bones of other unfortunate animals, like a lizard adapted to the environment would.

During the first two days, it was possible to disguise the situation that was already looming irremediable. An accident in progress, a tragedy waiting to happen. The members of the security group, sparing and distant at first, softened by the hour. Rough, hardened by a wild living at the service of those who pay. The long but wounded armed wing of the civil conquest, seeking the eternal promise, rarely fulfilled, of reaching a better place to forge the future. These veterans, accustomed to the whistle of bullets ringing nearby, the same ones who watched with suspicion as civilian water reserves were depleted, found some humanity to share theirs. They know better than anyone that, if they don’t, they will all die. Those who do not by thirst will be led by the decay of morale. When there is no energy or water left, and the food is dried or salted meat, which feeds while increasing thirst, it is only followed by inertia.

Two of them, old companions with abundant histories in the cruel West, come to cheer each other up. In silence, without saying anything and trying not to meet the other’s gaze. Thus avoiding showing any type of weakness, concern, or uneasiness. As if it were a profound diplomatic decision, one of them approached his comrade in so many hardships and said:
 —The night is still far away. Perhaps even more than the end of this ordeal.

There was no response. Nor was any need to assent. The comrade, in the old way of the veterans, preferred to keep the words that did not give encouragement sealed in silence. The knowing look, a worried gesture raising the eyebrows and pressing the parched lips, was enough.

The convoy is dying, and not attacked by some enemy trying to seize its valuable contents, nor a cataclysm or typical danger. No, it dies of thirst and hunger, because of terrible decisions. Not even the provisions they carry, those dried strips of meat, seasoned in salt and smoked, serve them for nothing more than to increase their thirsty martyrdom.

Meanwhile, the one who started the conversation licks the wounds on his lips after so much without using them. He passes his tongue, which has an unknown, profane shape and texture, that no tongue should have in any mouth, through the slits of the lips. In an unconscious attempt, brainless, to engulf himself. He knows there will be no answer, neither now nor later. Any given would be a lie, another of the many that have ended up getting them into this mess. From which they can now no longer leave, much less retreat.

Paranoia, that poisonous counselor, remains silent like everyone else. One that spoken loudly before, especially when it made the convoy avoid passing through several villages, where they could have replenished provisions. Water, food, and rest, even if it was with only one eye and hands on the weapons. Too late. Was the assigned cargo so important as to put all those who carried it at risk of death? If even their custodians have preferential treatment, a separate category. No one can approach those carts, which move close to the rear, without being part of it. In other words, in the safest place in the entire caravan, away from the dangerous vanguard, using the center shield and protected by the last stragglers behind. From there came the orders and decisions that managed everyone’s lives. Those same ones who had dragged them to a slow, painful, and inevitable death, in the endless desert.

Why were they there? Difficult to say for certain. Each one seemed to have a particular, personal mission. A desire, hope for the future, or half-fulfilled wish. There couldn’t be too many reasons to dive headfirst into the lion’s den. The real problem was that the proverbial pack hunter turned out to be just one. Arid, barren, and unfathomable, as well as unwilling to close its jaws to devour them. Like hunters who become addicted while learning cruelty, the desert preferred to see them suffer slowly. Step by step in its mouth without teeth, or moisture. Only a burning cemetery as far as the eye could see, lost in an always moving horizon. Seriously, why were they actually in the desert? Without a doubt, there should have been better roads to get there, more populated and with suitable routes. Everything led to suspicion that the guarded cargo was worth the risk they were now paying as a community.

The injustice was evident, so much so, that complaining about it would not magically remove them from the complicated, dangerous place in which they found themselves. Tempers were already heated to the point an internal brawl was inevitable. To the adversities of that wolf called the desert, you had to add the scavengers in human form. Stories told quietly on the nights of the campfire, in the heat of the fire and alcohol, where stories like this were told. Involuntary horror stories, in which lost expeditions ended their days by swallowing themselves, to put it delicately. Reduced to dust and bones, leaving no trace in history other than a distant memory in their homelands. Becoming part of the legends of each area, through ghosts, monsters, and imaginary specters echoing their real horror. A cultural honor no one wanted to be awarded with, but that was always there as a possibility. They, on the other hand, seemed to have bribed the entire jury to obtain such merit.

Not even alcohol was relieving, and it would not serve to quench the deep thirst. With a population accustomed to drinking several pints of beer a day, especially men, the aforementioned was a problem in itself. They say that the Devil dwells in the details, and because of the situation, there were too many diabolical facets that stood out more and more because of thirst, hunger, and awakened consciousness. If a violent riot and a plot did not break out, it was because each and every one of them understood it would be useless. You can’t shoot the desert, and it wouldn’t have smart results either. The area was still dangerous, they were too exposed and vulnerable. Attracting attention was not in anyone’s plans. As it wasn’t either going silently, obedient to a dry death. That is why it was so disconcerting when the echoes of screams filled the funeral procession they were part of without realizing it.

The two riders and companions who were part of the security looked at each other, noticing that instinct already dominated their reins. Frustration crossed their faces, hitherto dismayed and just as impenetrable and full of wrinkled cracks as the arid wasteland. In their heads, it was the predictable scenario they had been hoping would not happen, manifesting at last. The end to their moments of contemplative inaction. The reason they were in this particular case, after all. Experienced veterans to the naked eye, they moved both mounts a safe distance away from the other. Innate tactic of approach or boarding, which was intended to give two targets to shoot, very far away, instead of a single large one. A dark omen they did not understand. Like a pincer, they were closing in on the Dantesque scene.

A once beautiful young woman screamed blindly. Once beautiful, because with the level of dehydration she carried, her appearance was far from the potential she could undoubtedly reach. She showed a package to anyone who could see it, high in her hands, above her head. As in good theater, its interpreter made the necessary pantomimes to be seen from afar, in the last tier. Even without seeing her face, the riders who approached at the mid-pace of a tired horse noticed her astonishment. With agility unmatched by her fragile state as a human being on the edge, she displayed the bundle, which they could already recognize as wrapped blankets. In a thread of raspy voice, sharp cutting her throat from the inside, the young woman aged by the death of the desert, denounced:
 —Are they not going to do anything, are they waiting for us all to die? He’s already dead!

What seemed to be authorities of the caravan with their respective guards, looked on with nervousness and amazement. They convulsed their horses, making it seem that the thirst was not so great, in a white lie product of the situation. Those who rode them also had faces conveying similar impressions. They were worried about the gazes that began to fall on the girl and them, in a vortex of attention, stopping various sections of the convoy.

The two security horsemen who approached did not do so in solitude or secrecy. There were quite a few others who poked their heads out of the carts and who turned their horses in the direction of the theater of shadows in full sunlight. Prudent for the same solar reason, the curious refrained from approaching the eye of the hurricane in the form of a woman, who was increasingly losing patience and gaining strength in speech. She seemed to convince herself, to gain energy in front of her interlocutors who began to surround her in an attempt to shield, disguise and hide what, even from afar, were perceived as complaints. “Look, look, and understand,” she shouted, “wake up at once.”

It was then that one of the riders stopped his pincer movement in its tracks, under
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