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January 23, 1599, Northwestern New Mexico Territory

“Stand fast!” Vincente de Zaldivar ordered the half-frozen men around him. His breath puffed white in the frigid air, and he shivered inside his heavy armor. “Fire and fire again. We are God’s soldiers! The heathens will not prevail!”

“But—”

“Silence!” Cold, anger, hunger, and weariness spurred his words. “Our enemies must be defeated! My brother’s death will be avenged!” He glared at the filthy soldier, a youth barely old enough to have left his mother’s side. “Look at what we have accomplished.” He pointed up at the mesa-top Keres pueblo known as the Sky City and its nearly one thou­sand heathen residents. “Our weapons have created great holes in the stone walls and will continue to do so. Lead and powder and cannonballs will stand the day, not arrows and stones.”

Almost before he’d finished speaking, a large rock hurled from high overhead landed less than a foot away, causing him to jump back. His boots crunched on the ice that coated the vast and worthless land. If any of the men under him no­ticed his sudden fright, they were wise enough not to ac­knowledge it. That the primitive savages had thus far resisted the best the Spanish army could mount was unac­ceptable. The heathens’ time of regret and his of vengeance was coming, and when it did . . .

At the insistence of his uncle, Captain General Don Juan de Oñate, the Indians had been told—not once, not twice, but three times—to lay down their arms and submit to the authority of the King our Lord. Beyond that, they’d been commanded to surrender those responsible for the uprising so they could be dealt with justly.

Pacing because anger and frustration made inactivity im­possible and because the frigid, relentless wind in this bar­ren and Godless place cut through everything, Vincente recalled his instructions. If God was so merciful as to grant a victory—and surely He would—he, Vincente, was charged with arresting young and old alike and punishing all those of fighting age in any way he deemed prudent, as a warning to all savages living in the Crown’s newly claimed kingdom.

“Those you execute you will expose to public view,” his uncle had concluded. “And if you should want to show le­niency, you must do everything possible to make the Indians believe you do so at the request of the friars, so they will see that the friars are their benefactors and protectors, so they will come to love and esteem them, and to fear us.”

Fear the Spanish army, yes!

“Where is Tomas?” he demanded, looking around for the tame Mexican Indian who’d come here nine years ago with the colonizer Gaspar Castano de Sosa and spoke some of the Pueblo language. When the short, stocky creature hurried up to him, clutching his ragged blankets around him, Vincente ordered him to once again address the savages.

“Remind them that we have been sent here by the most powerful king and ruler in the world, that they must meekly render obedience and vassalage to that king and the Christian God, that we serve God our Lord and will bring about the salvation of their souls but are also committed to bring­ing them to justice,” he told Tomas. “Remind them that many of their number have fallen under our weapons and more will do so if they do not surrender and place them­selves under my care.”

“They will not listen.”

“They will!” Was he surrounded by dullards? “Tell them to count their dead. Remind them that we have already been here two days and nights and will not leave. Order them to look into the eyes of their women and children and ask themselves if they are willing to risk those lives as well.”

Tomas continued to look skeptical, but he was obviously intelligent enough not to argue with his better. At no small risk to his own life, Tomas once again plodded to the base of the large, sharp bluff upon which the Sky City had been built.

Vincente paid little attention to Tomas’s bellowed, halting words; nor did he care whether the Indian’s command of the heathens’ language was adequate to the task. What mattered to Vincente was that at his order, his men had ceased their firing so his brother’s killers could hear everything that was being said to them.

Silence followed Tomas’s incomprehensible speech, but finally someone called out from the pueblo high above. “What did they say?” he demanded of Tomas. 

“That—that they will die before they surrender.”

As the frozen afternoon beat on, Vincente put the next phase of his plan into action. Not yet thirty, he’d already led some sixty men onto the plains in an attempt to capture and do­mesticate buffalo. Although the plan had failed, he’d learned how to command. Now, covered by heavy musket and can­non fire, a number of his handpicked soldiers managed to scramble up the four hundred feet of narrow stairway from the plains to the mesa top, where two hundred intercon­nected houses had been built.

The first Spanish explorers to see the Sky City had proclaimed it the greatest stronghold ever seen, and it had been, in part because its residents kept it fortified with rocks that they rolled down on any attackers. In addition, the pueblo had been well stocked with maize, beans, and turkeys. Still, at first the Keres had not been seen as a warlike people.

Years later, when the now dead Juan de Zaldivar and his thirty fellow soldiers had reached the pueblo, they found that Vincente’s uncle’s troops had departed only a few days before, taking large quantities of the Indians’ blankets, clothing, and food with them and leaving the Keres with barely enough for their own needs in the middle of winter. The natives’ refusal to surrender what little warmth and food remained had enraged Juan and led to his death at the hands of the equally determined Indians. Now, relentless retalia­tory fighting led by Vincente had depleted the natives’ rock supply.

At Vincente’s order, the first soldiers to reach the pueblo had immediately set fire to the roofs of the stone houses, forcing the Indian defenders, most of whom had no arrows left, to retreat deep into the honeycombed structures. More and more soldiers, hauling a small cannon up with them, joined their companions as their fleeing foes crowded into kivas. Instead of risking ambush within the dimly lit religious and ceremonial chambers, the soldiers fired lead and everything they could load into the cannon at the walls, crumbling what had taken thousands of hands many years to construct.

Vincente was standing before the largest hole when the first plea for mercy reached him. Although he hadn’t brought Tomas with him, it didn’t matter—there was no mistaking the pitiful cries of women and children.

“Surrender!” he ordered, using one of the handful of Keres words he’d bothered to learn. “Surrender!”

Silence flowed on the heels of his command, seeming to freeze as solidly as the earth that lay under the winter snow. He drew in the acrid stench of charred wood and flesh. Then a small shadow filled the nearby opening created by lead and powder. Vincente lifted his bloodied sword. The shadow shrank back, and this time when he ordered surrender, the single bellowed word echoed against stone.

A woman clutching a baby to her breast was the first to emerge. Vincente’s fingers ached to send the sword in a swift, wide arch that would separate the woman’s body from her head, but instead of avenging his late brother, he stepped back, allowing her to pass. Another woman was directly be­hind the first, and after that came a number of children. It pleased him that they were all ash-covered from the fires, coughing, their eyes streaming tears. Smoke would not, he vowed, be their only reason for crying.

It had never occurred to the heathens that their reliance on a single access to their mesa-top settlement might one day trap them. Vincente, his hunger and exhaustion forgot­ten, took full advantage by forcing them to descend the tor­turous path, one at a time, into the waiting and ungentle arms of his men.

Many of the captives tried to buy his forgiveness by pre­senting him with gifts of food, blankets, and robes as they filed past, but he disdained all offerings. The heathens’ stench was all but unbearable, the look in their eyes re­minding him of curs seeking forgiveness from an angry master.

“We are in a wild land peopled by godless savages,” his uncle had said not long after the expedition—consisting of a hundred loaded wagons, more than seven thousand animals, and many troops in addition to one hundred and thirty Span­ish families—started moving along the west bank of the Rio Grande little more than half a year ago. “Those brave souls who came before us succeeded because they met hostility with might. The savages must come to understand that their arrows and knives are no match against war horses and mus­kets. Better a number die now than for us and those who de­pend on us for protection to live in fear.”

Vincente could not have agreed more.

Fear could render a man stupid; Vincente knew that. Now, as the sun slid toward the west and shrouded the tiled fields, sharp rocks, red cliffs, narrow valleys, lava mounds, and rugged native grasses that made up this wild land, he learned that whatever limited intellect the Indians might have once possessed had deserted them. Otherwise, certainly they would have seen the futility in trying to hide. However, as the line of men, women, and children, many of them wounded, continued down the twisting path, it became clear that hundreds more remained hidden in the dark chambers that made up their miserable homes.

When he ordered his men to go find them, he was met with protest. The heathens might be armed and waiting to at­tack. Wasn’t it better simply to set fire to every stick of wood in the pueblo, thus giving the Indians the option of either surrendering or burning to death? Vincente contemplated that, but his sword hadn’t yet tasted enough blood, and the need for revenge burned within him.

“You defy me?” he demanded of his troops. “You are afraid of women and children? Infants?”

“No!”

“Of the men perhaps? You, the king’s soldiers, believe yourselves inferior to those who can barely walk erect?” 

“No!”

“You doubt God’s hand in this? His demand for might and justice?”

“No!”

The denial was still echoing around him when the first soldier pushed his way into the nearest chamber, a dagger in one hand, rapier in the other. He was followed, antlike, by his companions, and although Vincente remained outside with what there was of the sun on his back and his stomach rumbling, his ears soon told him that his men had found their prey.

The Indians came out singly or in small groups, cowering before the soldiers or wrestled to the surface by superior strength. Vincente allowed the first resistor, a crone of a woman, to scrabble past him, but when she was followed by a tall man with a side wound that streamed blood, he lunged at the savage, burying his sword to the hilt in the yielding flesh.

More Indians emerged, their cries pounding in his head. He permitted none to pass; instead, he dispatched them one by one until the smell of blood filled him and he couldn’t move for the bodies piled around him.

This was for his brother!

His arms and shoulders ached. His head became a drum­beat of pain and exhilaration, and he killed and killed again as if he’d been born to this one task. Arms, legs, and heads flew. Other soldiers followed his lead, their prayers to a vengeful god lending them strength.

Panting, his legs trembling, Vincente finally took note of the dying light. From his vantage point high above the end­less, godless land, it seemed as if he could see forever. If the great explorer Francisco Vasquez de Coronado had been able to stand here and look out almost sixty years earlier, perhaps he wouldn’t have continued his futile search for the legendary Seven Cities Of Gold.

“Set fire to it all!” Vincente cried. His throat rasped, bringing tears to his eyes.

As night sought to sweep over the plains, mesa, and pueblo of Acoma, it was kept at bay by red, clawing flames. If any insects were about, whatever sound they made was lost in the screams of dying Keres.

––––––––
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February 12, 1599

Competition had been fierce among those seeking a contract for the colonization of the land north of New Spain, which some now called Mexico. Although a number of the con­tenders had been compelled by religious zeal, others coveted the appointment because they had heard tales of gold and silver. Despite the earlier debacle of the expedition led by Gaspar Castano de Sosa, which saw him eventually imprisoned for what the Crown determined were grave injustices against the natives, there had been no shortage of applicants for the position.

Don Juan de Oñate of Zacatecas was a man of enormous wealth and distinguished lineage with more than twenty years of experience fighting and pacifying Mexican Indians. His wife was Dona Isabel de Tolosa, and her lineage was im­peccable: her grandfather had been Cortes and her great grandfather Montezuma; her father was a renowned con­quistador and mine owner.

Oñate’s contract with the Crown made him in almost every sense a dictator. As governor and captain general, he was the colony’s highest judicial officer, with the power of settling all decisions in civil and criminal cases. Most im­portantly, he presented himself as a devout Catholic, his im­age winning him favor with the Church’s highest officials.

On this day, some three weeks after the burning of the Sky City and the killing of more than eight hundred Indians, the remaining five hundred Keres, plus a handful from different tribes, stood at the village of Santo Domingo awaiting their fate.

With his nephew, Vincente, at his elbow, Oñate strode for­ward. His eyes swept dispassionately over the wounded remnants of a people that had once provided him and his men with food, clothing, and shelter. He spoke through Tomas.

“Responsibility for meting out punishment has been granted me both by the Crown and by God. I could set you free, but if I did, you might rise up against us again, and I will not, cannot allow that to happen. After much delibera­tion, I have determined that nothing will be served by more deaths. Instead, the men among you will serve as an exam­ple of the Crown’s power. All males over the age of twenty-five years will give twenty years of personal servitude to the Crown. In addition, they each will have one foot cut off.” Vincente grunted almost soundlessly; crippled, the men would be harmless.

Groans and sobs followed the translation of Oñate’s an­nouncement, and he waited out the irritating sound.

“Furthermore, all males between twelve and twenty-five are sentenced to twenty years of servitude, save for the two Hopi and one Navajo Indian who were among those appre­hended. They will have their right hands cut off and be set free to convey news of this punishment to their people.”

A single sound, a curse perhaps, briefly stopped him.

“I am a just man and as such I declare that all children un­der twelve are free and innocent of the offenses their parents carry. I place the girls under the care and guidance of our fa­ther commissary, Fray Alonso Martinez, asking him to dis­tribute them in this kingdom or elsewhere so they may attain the knowledge of God and salvation of their souls.

“Boys of tender age are entrusted to my nephew in order that they may attain the same goal.”

His still-young features impassive, Vincente nodded.

“Finally, the old men and women as well as those dis­abled in the war are to be entrusted to the Apaches of the province of Querechos to be utilized as it pleases the wild Indians.”

When he was done, Oñate nodded to his soldiers, who be­gan grabbing adult male prisoners and hauling them toward the large stone he’d selected as the mutilation site. If only the rest of the kingdom’s heathens could see the stricken looks or hear the pitiful cries! If they heard, then no Spanish man, woman, or child need ever fear the kind of death Juan had suffered.

“Begin,” he ordered the massive man who waited, axe up­lifted, beside the stone.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Summer, 1628, Hopi Land, Black Mesa

According to Navajo legend, when the First People lived in the Fifth World, they made their homes near rivers and springs or the Place of Emergence because the only water was there; but after clouds were formed, rain fell on the mountain and in valleys and people could travel wherever they wanted to gather the seeds, berries, and nuts they needed for life. The valleys and mesas turned green with grasses and bright with flowering shrubs.

As the Dineh began to divide into families and clans and made ready to move to different places, First Woman turned to the Bird People for wisdom on how to build houses. Eagle, who lived on the crest of Blue Mountain, showed them his nest made from sticks, poles, twigs, spruce trees, and feathers from his breast. Although Eagle’s nest wasn’t warm enough for the winter months, First Woman proclaimed that all should follow his plan so the First People’s homes would be round like the sun.

After Eagle left, Mrs. Oriole showed First Woman her willow bark, marsh grass, and milkweed pod fuzz nest. Hosteen Woodpecker tried to convince First People to peck their homes into the side of a tree trunk, but although First Woman declared that the Dineh couldn’t live in hollow logs, she decided they would use the sound he made to call people to council meetings and summon help.

Cliff Swallow took the First People to his bluff-top home made from adobe mud and grass. Some said they couldn’t live so far from the ground but thanked Swallow for showing them how to make adobe plaster. Others, however, said they didn’t mind building ladders. They became the Cliff House People or Cliff Dwellers.

Those still looking for a home studied the work of the Wa­ter People such as Hosteen Muskrat, Hosteen Mink, and Hosteen Otter as well as the dwellings made by Beaver Peo­ple, Mrs. Caterpillar, Spider Woman, and finally Ant People whose homes were partly underground and partly on ground level, all covered with earth. When First People saw the roof opening with its hidden doorway facing the east to greet the morning sun, the circular floor in the shape of the sun and full moon, and the storage rooms, they knew they’d found a place that couldn’t blow away and that the rain couldn’t harm, one that would be cool in summer and warm in winter.

––––––––
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The Navajo warrior named Cougar, whose mother and thus he were members of the White Shell clan, had repeated the familiar legend to himself as he made his way to the windswept, low bluff that provided a view of the Hopi pueblo Oraibi. The legend, he had hoped, would keep his mind clean and pure, but now he cleared his thoughts of everything except why he’d come here. Even the chants and songs a tribal singer had given him for strength and courage would have to wait. Otherwise, he might die.

Naked except for a doeskin over his privates and moccasins, Cougar clutched his stone knife in his powerful right hand, alert for a glimpse of those who’d recently come here, those he already hated. Around his shoulder, he’d wound the rope he hoped to use to lead away one of their horses.

A horse!

For a moment, the dream of sitting astride one of the pow­erful animals pushed aside caution. As a boy, he’d occasion­ally seen them from a distance, the sight filling him with awe and envy and even disbelief, but a horse wasn’t for an un­tried youth, and even the bravest warrior seldom risked get­ting close enough to the animals’ masters—men who called themselves Spanish soldiers—to touch, let alone steal, one.

His grandfather had warned that the soldiers would kill to protect their prized possessions, and Cougar believed Drums No More. However, he was a man now and, along with many other braves, believed that if his people were to survive the impact of the newcomers, they must fight with the weapons of these new enemies. Besides, horses made the Dineh swift. Strong.

A slow, deep breath to calm his heart’s pounding, a testing of his long, firm legs, a quick hand over his broad, dark chest, and he was on the move again, bent low. His hair was caught against his skull with a length of hide, but he still felt its movement along the sides of his neck. This morning he’d drunk as much as his belly could hold, and if he had to wait until tomorrow or even beyond that to drink again, so be it. Neither would he heed the need for sleep or food.

It was summer, the land dry and hard. He felt heat through his moccasins and sweat ran from him, but he’d lived through enough seasons that he trusted the Holy People to again bless the land with precious rain.

His legs propelled him effortlessly past endless nothing, around the countless rocks that grew from the earth, into a dry wash and back up again. A prairie dog poked its head out of its underground home and regarded him with a child’s cu­riosity. Lifting his hand, he acknowledged the small crea­ture. Further on he spotted a crow and honored its existence as well. What he’d thought was a small root poking up from the earth revealed itself as a lizard, but it scrambled away on a blur of tiny legs before he could greet it.

New sounds came to him now that he was close to Oraibi, not the dangerous clank and clatter of armor and fire-spewing weapons, but the soft chewing of many horses. Stopping, he dropped to his knees behind a piñon bush and peered through its branches.

The wind shifted and he caught the horses’ scent, which was rich and alive like the smell of buffalo, deer, or antelope. Horses had more meat over their bones than even a healthy, spring-fed doe, and from many days of watching as they and their owners made their way to the sacred Hopi village, he knew how strong they were, and how swift.

He would ride one of them! Claim it as his own! The sol­diers would try to kill him, but to be Navajo meant to take what one needed. If he died today, he would begin his jour­ney to the underworld where those who’d died before him, including his wife, waited. It was good.

Oraibi had been built atop a broad, high mesa, and as al­ways, the sight of the great rock city snagged his breath. He would never understand why the Hopi chose to live their lives in one place and so close to each other, robbed of the ability to move where and when the gods told them to, but he could admire what they’d created. It was said that Oraibi had been here forever. It belonged to the land, stone set in stone, gray like summer-dead grasses.

In order to reach the farming and hunting lands that lay be­low the many-roomed structure, the Hopi climbed down sev­eral hundred of feet of steep cliff, aided for part of the journey by ladders. Tending the sparse corn and other crops, which somehow found life in the thin earth and deeply buried, pre­cious moisture, meant traveling long distances and exposing themselves to attack, but it wasn’t for a Navajo to question the way of those who called themselves People of Peace.

Closer, closer he moved, his body nearly one with the earth. The Hopi, many wearing cotton shirts and leggings, trudged from valley floor up to Oraibi and back down again. He kept his distance from them.

Cougar searched the land. A warrior who’d recently come here to trade had told him of the Spanish. The soldiers had set up camp in the open. One, perhaps their leader, slept nearby and yet separate, along with two slaves. There was another, a brown-clothed man called a padre, who had erected a small shelter made of blankets and sticks at the base of the mesa, mere feet from a well-trod path. At least one soldier was always near him, making Cougar wonder whether the man was afraid of being alone or if he had something the soldiers wanted.

Someone coughed, the sound close. Motionless and ready to fight, he glanced to his right, but it was only an old woman, her face like cracked clay. If she’d spotted him, she might have cried out, but perhaps her eyes were failing her, for she trudged past. Cougar started forward again.

The newcomers’ many sheep, although loose, grazed under the watchful eye of a mounted soldier. The horses, more than he could count, were contained within a large stick-and-rope barrier. Deer grew fat because they were free to roam endlessly for food; shouldn’t the Spanish have learned from the wisdom of deer and allowed the horses the same freedom? Perhaps, he pondered as he waited for his ears and eyes and nose to bring him wisdom, the Spanish knew of no other way than to make prisoners of everything that came within their grasp.

And perhaps—this thought brought a brief smile to his lips—the Spanish feared as well as hated his people, who had once wandered the earth but had long ago found peace in Dinehtah, The Land. If they did, then they were not as stu­pid as they appeared.

No, not stupid. A man who hacks the hand off a helpless and unarmed man is dangerous. Grizzly dangerous. Cougar’s mouth went dry at the memory of what his grandfather had endured years ago at the Sky City and would continue to endure as long as Drums No More drew breath.

Although Cougar hated crawling on his belly like a snake, only someone who keeps his head lower than the surround­ing growth can hope to move unseen toward his enemy. De­spite his efforts, the dry grass protested as he wriggled past.  He prayed to First Man that the sounds of the wind and of the grazing, sometimes whinnying horses would hide the soft rustle, but if it didn’t, he still had his knife, now gripped between his teeth. The hot midday sun beat down on his ex­posed back and insects crawled onto and over him, causing his flesh to twitch. He blinked only rarely, his gaze fixed on the solitary soldier sitting near the horse corral.

Last night he’d imagined his knife cutting through the leather gate fastening, so that not only the horse he chose could escape, but also many others. It was too bad more of his people weren’t here to help, but his namesake was a soli­tary hunter and, today, so was he, because that had been the shaman Storm Wind’s wisdom.

Closer, closer, his progress was measured in one muscle pull at a time. His elbows were being rubbed raw by the ground and his knees burned.

Drums No More would be proud.

Voices flowed over him. He was no stranger to the lan­guage of the Hopi, having learned it when his parents had given shelter to a Hopi youth through a long, cold winter and he and the boy had become friends. Today, though, the words tangled like spider webs in his mind and he felt no need to separate them. The conversations, like the sound of horses, made what he was doing easier.

He was watching several children at play when he spotted another soldier, this one’s body held prisoner within a hard, shining suit. This tall man was the one who slept separate from the others. He walked with long, sweeping steps, a bull elk striding unafraid. He appeared several years older than the rest and his mouth was set in a strong, unsmiling line. His eyes moved constantly, first taking in the path leading up to Oraibi, then looking into the distance where several Hopi men were using sticks to loosen the ground around their corn, then at the horses. When the soldier’s eyes settled on the shelter where the padre was staying, his spine straight­ened, and he clenched his fingers.

The other soldiers had removed their heavy metal head coverings, but this one still wore his. Sweat streamed out from under it. Perhaps the Spanish adorned themselves in elaborate costumes, as Apaches did during their rituals, to ward off illness or evil powers. If that was so, then a Spanish ritual must last many moons. There was another possibility. The metal the soldiers covered themselves with was too thick and hard for an arrow to pierce, and those who feared attack lived in a state of constant readiness.

Looking around, Cougar saw that two young Hopi women were climbing down the ladder, one just now reaching the ground. Straightening, the maiden tugged on her dress so the hem covered her knees. Her eyes fell on the helmeted soldier, and she pulled her arms close to her body as if trying to make less of herself. The soldier’s back was to her; it would be an easy matter for her to rush at him and bury a knife in him.

The earth has been laid down, the earth has been laid down. The earth has been laid down, it has been made. The earth spirit has been laid down. It is covered over with the growing things, it has been laid down. The earth has been laid down, it has been made.

The sweat lodge song flowed through Cougar, strengthen­ing and centering him, leaving him empty of everything ex­cept what it was to be one of the Earth People. After another look at the helmeted soldier’s back, he rose. He would have preferred to remain close to the ground, but countless feet had trampled what little grass grew here, and there was noth­ing for him to hide behind.

He was far enough away from the soldiers that any sound he might make wouldn’t carry. True, he might be spotted be­cause he wore less clothing than most Hopi men, but, he told himself, the Spanish didn’t have eagles’ eyes. As long as he walked slowly, his head down, and as long as the dry paint­ing’s magic remained with him, he would be safe.

A rangy dog woke from its nap and ambled toward the horse corral. For a long time, the soldier sitting near the gate paid the dog no mind, but finally the animal slunk close enough that it could have stretched out its muzzle and touched the man. The man turned first his head and then his upper body toward the dog. Whatever he said caused the dog’s ears to swing forward.

Whether the man offered the dog something to eat or chased it away was of no concern to Cougar, who stood on the opposite side of the corral, but it occurred to him that perhaps the creature was a diversion sent by First Man. He took ad­vantage of the distraction by dropping to his knees and rolling under the lowest stretch of rope, then quickly stood and, with his back to the horses, assessed his world. Soldier and dog were nearly one now, the man’s hand extended toward the an­imal, panting dog’s eyes locked on those fingers.

Slowly, like a snake uncoiling, Cougar faced the horses. Barely aware of what he was doing, he took the rope off his shoulder and tried to remember what he’d been told and ob­served about the creatures. They placidly submitted to a man’s weight on their back, but the slightest thing, like a windborne feather, could startle them. They were curious and shy, but sometimes bold. Lacking the wisdom of deer and antelope, they would probably starve or die of thirst if left alone on the plains. Most of all they were strength and speed.

He’d never been this close to one before, hadn’t realized they were this tall or that their feet were solid like rocks, or that they could sleep standing up, which many appeared to be doing on this long, hot day. The soldiers put strange con­traptions on their backs and used loops that hung down the animals’ sides to assist them in mounting, but none of these horses were so encumbered. That

Movement to his right snagged his breath and made him tighten his muscles the way his namesake did just before charging its prey. What had caught his attention wasn’t a rabbit or fawn but an approaching red-brown horse with long, pale hair on the back of its neck. Glancing under its belly, he determined that it was female. It moved like a dancer ruled by rapid drumbeats, the prancing letting him know it was young. He wasn’t sure what a female horse should be called, so he thought of it as a doe.

“Thank you, Nandza’ gai,” he whispered, and touched the leather bag around his neck.

It still seemed wondrous that the horse doe hadn’t run away, still more magical that it actually extended its head toward him. Driven by curiosity, he reached out and touched the black nose. He was surprised to find it soft, the creature’s damp breath warm and gentle on his flesh. The horse took yet another step closer, and he fought not to draw away. Now its head was so close and low that he could look deep into eyes large like a night-darkened lake.

“Do you not fear me?” he asked. “I am called Cougar, a warrior, a hunter. A doe should fear a cougar.”

By way of answer, the horse pressed her head against his chest and pushed, nearly knocking him off balance. He was glad no one could hear his quick intake of breath or know his heart no longer beat in rhythm.

“No,” he laughed. “You do not fear me.”

There were questions he wanted to ask the horse and mes­sages he needed to give it. Most of all, he wished he knew how he was going to get onto the high, broad back, but be­fore he could fully turn his mind to that, he heard a low growl. Alarmed, he pressed the palm of his hand along the underside of the horse’s neck where a vein pulsed, and lis­tened. The growl wasn’t repeated, but he still felt its echo inside him. There were so many horses between him and the soldier that he could no longer see the man or the dog. Although he told himself that no one had spoken of the Spanish being able to change form or fly, he couldn’t be sure. Nandza’ gai might have sent the dog to the soldier as a distraction, but that didn’t mean he dared cease being cautious.

“I want you to come with me,” he whispered to the horse. “My people need you and others of your kind. Please, tell me how this thing will be done.”

By way of answer, the doe bared strong teeth and reached for the rope dangling from his fingers. Feeling foolish, he shook out the length and looped it over the animal’s neck just behind the ears, as he’d seen soldiers do. The doe laid back both ears, but only for a heartbeat before letting her head sag forward as if bored. He felt more sure of himself now that he had a way of leading the gods’-given gift, but he still didn’t know how he would get her beyond the soldiers.

A horse squealed nearby. On his toes, he looked around, but his vision was limited by the many large bodies. The sound might have been one of those senseless things the creatures did, but he didn’t dare allow himself to be lulled by the thought. He wrapped his fingers around the long, pale neck hair and pulled, testing its strength.

His legs must have known what he needed to do because he first crouched slightly, then sprang up and onto the broad, warm back with its twitching skin. He briefly hung there with his belly pressed against the hard ridge of bone, then scooted around so he now straddled the doe’s back. His legs felt stretched far apart, vulnerable because he no longer had earth under him and he was too high off the ground, but oth­ers had done this thing, and so could he.

His mind bounced from one question to another. What if the horse started to run and he couldn’t stop her; what if he fell off and those rock-hoofs connected with his arms or legs or head; how was he going to go from being a prisoner in­side the corral to racing to safety?

Another sound, this one human—and loud—sent light­ning coursing through him. Although he couldn’t see who had yelled, he knew he’d been spotted.

“Pray for me, Grandfather!” he cried.

Then he pressed his legs and heels into the horse’s side and leaned low along her back to make as small a target as possible. He bellowed. Great muscles gathered under him, tightened, exploded into action.

He exploded with her, a leaf trapped in a torrent of water. His fingers were knotted in her hair, his legs locked around her. He wanted this! Loved this!

She became a lizard, twisting first one way and then the other as she pushed through the other horses. Ahead of him waited the rope-and-stick enclosure. The guard, who’d been crouched before the dog, jumped to his feet, started to aim with his weapon. The dog shied to one side—the same di­rection as the soldier. The two then crashed into each other and the soldier was upended.

“Fly! Fly!”
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CHAPTER THREE
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The mare’s hind legs scraped the top rope, but her jump was still a thing of beauty, like the flight of a bird. From where she stood next to her sister, Morning Butterfly took note of the rider’s nearly waist-length hair and naked chest and knew he wasn’t Hopi.

“Navajo,” she breathed, then hurried forward, wondering whether the soldiers would pursue him.

The guard who’d been stationed at the corral fired after the fleeing Navajo, but although the sharp sound forced a gasp from the horse, he didn’t hit his target. Cursing loud enough to be heard despite the nervous prancing of the horses and the muttering Hopi, the Spaniard sprinted toward his own mount. The scraggly-tailed horse shied away, nearly causing the soldier to lose his balance. Righting himself, he struck the frightened animal on the face.

“No!” Morning Butterfly gasped, and would have broken into a run if her sister hadn’t grabbed her arm.

“Do not—please, do not cause them to turn their anger on you,” Singer Of Songs begged. 

“I—he should not. . .”

As the leader of the Spanish troops strode toward the other man, his hard head covering and uniform catching the sun and throwing it back at her, she let her words fall away.

Although the newcomers had been here no more than three days and nights, she knew not to call attention to her­self. Instead, she joined the handful of other Hopi watching the strangers. It seemed foolish of the Spaniards to be argu­ing while their enemy raced away, but it wasn’t for her to un­derstand the ways and thinking of those she wished she’d never laid eyes on.

“Sister?” Singer Of Songs tugged on her arm. “You be­lieve he was Navajo?”

“Yes.”

“But what if the Spanish think he is Hopi? Will they pun­ish us?”

“I do not know.”

“But perhaps you can find out.” That came from a nearby brave.

Several older women, two young children, and a healer nodded encouragement as she walked slowly closer to the soldiers, her sister just behind her. Being surrounded by her people, Morning Butterfly told herself, would keep her safe and inconspicuous. However, that wasn’t her only concern. Summer solstice with its Niman ceremony hadn’t yet ar­rived, which meant the kachinas of the Hopi now lived on earth, not in the World Below as they had done each winter since the beginning of time. She wished they’d gone to their other living place, because while there, kachinas—spirits of the invisible forces of life—were safer than when they as­sumed material form and inhabited the bodies of humans.

Her bare feet scraped the ground under the blue-and-brown long cotton skirt her uncle had woven for her, allowing her to feel the contact throughout her body. Outsiders with killing weapons and horses, and a deep-voiced Spaniard dressed en­tirely in brown who called himself a man of God had come to her homeland, and now Oraibi sounded, smelled, and looked different, but it was still her people’s land.

Would always be Tuwanasavi—Center of the Universe.

She was close enough to hear what the men were saying. At first the words made no sense, but after a deep breath that brought her the familiar scent of sun-ripening corn and the strange, pungent smell of sheep and horses, she was able to concentrate.

“Do not ask me to go out there alone, please, Captain,” the soldier who’d fired his musket was saying. “I would rather take a beating than risk being killed—or worse—by a savage. A heathen.”

“Did I say anything about you being alone?” the helmeted man questioned. “If you had had your mind on your respon­sibilities instead of allowing your full belly to rule you, this would not have happened.”

“Not my belly, sir,” the soldier muttered, his eyes down­cast and his hands crossed over his heart. “If it hadn’t been for that miserable cur, that savage would be dead.”

The other—Morning Butterfly had heard soldiers refer to him as Captain Lopez de Leiva—didn’t respond. Instead, he strode closer to the corral and stared at the milling horses. A lean, wary man with black eyes that seemed to miss nothing, he reminded Morning Butterfly of an antelope.

“We are in a wild land.” He seemed to be talking to him­self. “I do not know what I must do in order to make those under me aware of that simple fact. One moment of inatten­tion, a single wandering thought may be the last one.”

“Sir, what did you say?”

“Logic. Reality,” he replied, without looking at the under­nourished and bedraggled soldier. “If a single savage be­lieves he can take what he wants, if he gets away with it, others will attempt the same thing.”

“I will be ready for them the next time. I promise.”

That made Captain Lopez laugh, a quick harsh sound with no joy in it.

“There will not be a next time.” His gaze swept over the gathered Hopi. It seemed to Morning Butterfly that his eyes held on her over-long, and she wondered if she should have told her mother not to arrange her hair in the squash blossom that said she was a woman of marriageable age—but how would a man like him know the meaning of the thick coils on either side of her head?

Neither could he guess she understood his every word. “Not a next time, Captain?” the soldier repeated. “I . . . ah. . .”

“I will do the speaking, understand! What is your name? It escapes me at the moment.”

“Pablo. Pablo Sh—“

“Listen to me, Pablo. From now on there will be no laxity.” The words, each one separated from the other, put her in mind of drumbeats. “How many times have I warned you of the Navajo?”

“Navajo? But—”

“Do you think a Hopi did that?” the captain asked as she breathed a sigh of relief. “Ha! They are too intimidated to at­tempt such a thing. However, if one Navajo believes he can steal from us, so will the rest of that heathen band. Your or­der, your only order, was to guard the horses, was it not?”

“Yes Captain, but—”

“I would be within my rights to order you to turn over your musket, would I not?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then you would no longer be a member of the Crown’s forces, would you?”

“No.”

“Alone and unarmed in the middle of a godless land sur­rounded by murdering Navajo, is that true?”

“Yes.”

Captain Lopez pursed his almost nonexistent lips. “I do not need to say more, do I?”

The man’s head sagged even lower. “No, Captain.”

“The next time one of the savages attempts to make off with one of the Crown’s horses, you will do whatever it takes to assure that he fails, will you not?”

“Yes, Captain.” He spoke without looking up. “But—but what if the whole tribe attacks?”

“Your stupidity has made that my responsibility. I simply wished to impress upon you the consequences of your ac­tion. These creatures understand force and precious little else. If we are to remain in control, they must never question or challenge that force.”

As a young man, Morning Butterfly’s father’s uncle had been at the Sky City of the Keres when the Spanish had de­stroyed it. The soldiers had killed hundreds and mutilated an uncounted number of warriors, One Hand among them.

One Hand might have died if it hadn’t been for the com­passion of the now dead Aztec Indian Tomas, who’d been brought north by the Spanish. In the aftermath of the blood­bath, Tomas had helped One Hand return home, then he’d lived out his days at Oraibi, teaching those who cared to learn what he knew of the Spanish language. Included among his attentive pupils had been the child Morning Butterfly.

Now she could carry Captain Lopez’s words to her people.
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“I do not wish to hear this, Captain. It is your duty to assure that the infidels submit to the Crown’s orders regarding the Christianizing of this land. It is mine to carry the Lord’s word to them.”

“Fray Angelico, I am well aware of our respective duties and will never shrink from mine. My sole purpose in speak­ing to you today was to warn you that the Navajo have just proven themselves most hold. I cannot be responsible for your safety if you venture beyond range of our weapons.”

Captain Lopez de Leiva was at least six inches taller than Fray Angelico. As a result, the forty-three-year-old Francis­can friar had to tilt his head up in order to meet the soldier’s eyes. That was bad enough; added to this, the sandals he’d worn during the long walk north from Santa Fe had barely survived the journey and were held together with strips of cloth torn from the hem of his robe. He wasn’t ashamed of the way he looked—Franciscans lived to obey God’s word and minister to the godless, not to concern themselves with the material world—but the sandals had caused a number of blisters, and he would give a great deal to be able to sit down, even on the hard, nearly lifeless earth. However, if he did, the captain might see that as a sign of weakness.

“I travel where the Lord commands me to go, Captain,” he replied, his voice deliberately low so the soldier had to lean forward to hear. “If I receive a sign that He wants me to devote myself to converting the Navajo, I will do so.”

“Then you will die. “

Captain Lopez spoke too frequently of death and danger, and Fray Angelico would have told him so if there weren’t more important matters to discuss. Balancing himself as best as he could on his swollen feet, he pointed up at the great gray mass that was Oraibi.

Today the sky was a soft blue and as such provided a strik­ing contrast to the multi-roomed stone-and-mud structures and the red-brown sandstone that made up the broad mesa on which the village had been built. The mesa itself extended some six hundred feet above the plains. On the north side the slope was relatively gentle, but for reasons he might never un­derstand, most of the meager farmland was south of the pueblo. The Hopi didn’t seem to mind scrambling up and down the steep incline with trails cut into crevices and breaks in the red-brown sandstone, but he hated making the exhaust­ing journey. In fact, he wouldn’t have come back down this afternoon if the majority of the Hopi men hadn’t been out on the desert, tending to their corn, beans, and squash. Well, per­haps that wasn’t the only reason he’d left the pueblo, he ad­mitted to himself as a shudder touched his sparse frame.

“I have made my decision,” he said.

“Decision?” Captain Lopez’s jaw remained clenched.

“The mission will be built at Oraibi itself.”

“What? You cannot be serious.” 

“Indeed, I am.” He shifted his weight, the unwise move­ment causing a stab of pain to run up his legs. With an effort, he kept his features immobile. “I have given the matter a great deal of thought and prayer; the Lord sent the answer to me this morning in a glorious vision. “

He waited for the captain to prompt him to continue. When he didn’t, Angelico stifled his irritation and went on anyway. “After my waking prayers, I made the climb to Oraibi at first light, thinking to gather as many as could hear my voice for morning mass, but the heathens were already intent on their day’s tasks. Some of the men travel so far to reach their plots that they are compelled to remain away overnight, so they would have missed my blessing anyway.”

“Yes, yes.”

So the captain was impatient. Good. “Their pueblo is the center of these peoples’ existence. If I am to minister to their religious needs, I must be accessible to them.”

“How do you propose to carry the necessary materials up there? The wagons would never survive the journey.”

“The Hopi erected their crude structures there; they are ca­pable of following my directions in creating a church worthy of our Lord. Captain Lopez, with faith, all things are possible.”

“Faith does not put strength in a man’s back.”

“You mock God?”

Although the captain gave a dismissive wave, his eyes took on a nervous cast, once again giving Angelico proof that the ways of the Lord were wondrous indeed since even those whose faith was imperfect crumbled like dead leaves when faced with the consequences of invoking His wrath.

“I am relieved to hear that, Captain,” he said with just a touch of compassion. “If I believed you capable of ridicule, I would feel compelled to pray for you.”

“Father, you and I are not charged with the same responsi­bilities,” Captain Lopez stated. “What your plans are, I read­ily admit, are not my concern.”

That was because the hard military man had allowed him­self to be drawn off the path of righteousness carved by a vengeful God. “I am sorry for you,” Angelico whispered.

A shrug of the lean shoulders under the heavy uniform was the captain’s only reaction. “Today,” he said, “I concern my­self with determining what steps must be taken to assure the Navajo won’t steal more horses or the sheep which the Crown saw fit to add to the bountiful provisions it provided for this colony. What I do not want, what I truly wish you would re­consider, is your insistence on this ill-conceived church.”  

“Ill conceived? Why do you think I am here? My mis­sion—”

“Father, the Crown charged me with doing everything within my power to claim this land for Spain, and to that end I have the governor’s generous backing in addition to what my wife’s father has provided. The king and his ministers have declared that the Church be given primary responsibil­ity for taming the savages. Yes, yes, I know,” he went on when Angelico tried to speak. “You call it baptism, not tam­ing. Nonetheless. . .”

He looked around distractedly, then continued. “I have only seven men under my command. If the mission is built on the mesa, I will be compelled to charge my men with guarding it.”

“That is indeed your responsibility.”

“And as a consequence, I will not have adequate manpower to oversee the Hopi while they work to provide the State with its due, or the needed presence to keep the Navajo at bay.”

“Captain, if I am to succeed in the Lord’s work, I must po­sition the church so it overshadows the barbaric sites to which the heathens, in their ignorance, attach religious significance."

“If I am to succeed, Father, I must have freedom of movement. I will not have that if I am forced to station my men at Oraibi “

“Do not call it Oraibi! The mission will be named for Francis Bernadone, patron saint of the Franciscans. By the time the church is complete, the Hopi will have forgotten that what stands on the mesa was ever known by any other name.”

“Perhaps.”

Perhaps? “Once they have been baptized, they will sing praise to the Lord as they go about their work with willing hearts.”

“You think so?”

Closing his eyes, Angelico lifted his arms to the heavens. His feet still throbbed and he sweated under his loose robe, but although the thought of the enormous task exhausted him, he’d never felt more convinced of the necessity of what he had to do than at this moment, or more compelled to de­vote his every breath to the work that had been his calling since early childhood. He was surrounded by heathens whose souls, if they had them, would spend eternity in hell unless he guided them to the light.

With God’s direction, he would succeed!

––––––––
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The padre was a fool. Worse than that, he was so deeply buried in religious fanaticism that he couldn’t see the truth.

Teeth clenched against the chafing caused by his uniform, Lopez left Fray Angelico standing alone. His only thought was to put an end to the useless argument, thus giving him­self time to marshal the facts needed to change the padre’s mind. When he’d first seen the church wagon laden with paintings of saints, silver and gold ornaments, a life-size statue of Christ, heavy bronze church bells, altar supplies, wall hangings depicting religious events, and the fifteen­-foot-high ornately carved wooden cross that Fray Angelico intended to take with him into Hopi land, he’d resigned him­self to assuming responsibility for these, in his mind, unnec­essary religious trappings. However, for the padre to be so misguided as to believe that logs for the proposed church could be hauled here from Kisiwu or the even more distant San Francisco mountains and then wrestled up the mesa . . .

Thinking to ask the padre how he intended to convince the savages they should build something to worship a Christian god when they already had what they needed for their pagan ceremonies, he whirled back around, but although his armor clanked and clattered, Fray Angelico paid him no attention. Instead, the padre stared up at Oraibi. Because his back was to him, Lopez couldn’t see his expression, but the little man held his body so stiffly that it looked in danger of snapping.

He hates it up there.

Smiling to himself, he continued his appraisal of Fray Angelico. There were times when the padre’s features were so serene, so at peace that Lopez actually envied him and wondered if blind service to the Lord could indeed make one oblivious of the body’s needs and discomforts; could blind one to danger. The padre had walked the entire way from Santa Fe, and although his feet were in pitiful condition, he barely limped. He ate sparingly and cared little how food was prepared; if his groin stirred at the sight of so many fe­males after weeks of being surrounded by ill-smelling men, he gave no sign.

Still, some unsettling wind had blown through the padre’s world. Lopez reluctantly admitted to himself that he had felt the same wind.

Fray Angelico had stopped his gawking and was heading toward a group of children who’d been studying the horses, as they and the adult Hopi so often did. As he drew closer to the children, the padre said something to them, but Lopez couldn’t hear the words and didn’t care. What interested him was how the children reacted.

Fray Angelico was shuffling and speaking, looking like a small, gray mouse. Although this wasn’t the first time the padre had approached a group of Hopi, they gawked open­mouthed at him—no wonder, since none of the savages could possibly understand a word of Spanish. The largest, a boy who would soon be old enough to be pressed into worthwhile service, stood sentry-like at the front. From a few steps away, the padre reached out as if to touch the boy’s head, but the boy jerked back. After a moment’s hesitation, the padre turned his attention to a much smaller girl, naked as the day she’d been born. Like the boy, she too tried to shy away, but other children were so close around that she couldn’t.

When Fray Angelico rested his hand on her head, she dug her toes into the ground and gnawed on her lower lip. In­stead of coming to her defense, the largest boy scurried away. He was immediately followed by the others, leaving the little girl alone with the padre.

“Be not afraid, my child, my lamb,” Fray Angelico said, his voice carrying. “Feel. Feel. The Lord our God moves within my hands. I offer His blessing to you, welcome you into the light and entreat you to spread word of this won­drous moment to the others.”

Still biting her lip, the girl whimpered.

“You will soon know the joy of service to the Lord. All of you will,” the padre continued. “To give your lives in service—ah, child, how can I make you understand how rich your souls will become?”

The only way the padre could hope to make the Hopi un­derstand was to learn enough of their language to allow him to communicate with them, something that was of little con­cern to Lopez.

“You will be baptized. Brought into the light of the Lord. Learn God’s commandments. Turn from your heathen ways and be free of the devil’s clutches.”

They don’t know who the devil is, Father. How are you go­ing to tell them about that?

“Heaven waits for you and all of your people. I am the in­strument for that journey. How willingly I accept that task. How joyously!”

Weary of the padre’s ranting, Lopez turned away. As he did, his gaze caught on one of his soldiers, a man who’d had the audacity to call himself Madariaga de Oñate. From what he’d been able to gather, Madariaga had somehow con­vinced Governor Felipe de Zotylo that he was more than what he obviously was—a mestizo, a bastard born of a Spanish father and Indian mother. His lies about his parent­age had ended when Lopez informed him that as Captain General Don Juan de Oñate’s grandson, he, Lopez, spoke with authority about the great man’s family.

No one named Madariaga, particularly not a mestizo, could have Oñate blood flowing in his veins. Madariaga had briefly questioned Lopez’s parentage but he’d calmly, sharply pointed out that his mother was Don Juan de Oñate’s daughter.

It was indeed fitting that he, Lopez, should be engaged in the same task his grandfather had given himself in 1598 when he’d taken possession of all the kingdoms and provinces of this new land in the name of King Philip. His grandfather had subdued the Keres and taught hordes of Indians the meaning of fear. He, Lopez, would subdue the Hopi and Navajo—and then devote himself to finding the mineral wealth that had eluded his ancestor and every other explorer to come here.

Nothing would stand in his way! Nothing!
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The hogan where Cougar lived with his parents, two younger brothers, sister, and grandfather had been built on a rise overlooking a dry gully. Cougar’s grandfather had advo­cated erecting the conical-shaped structure in a nearby val­ley closer to the other hogans which made up the small Navajo village, but Cougar’s father had had a spirit-dream directing him to the safest place for his family.

Cougar, who’d done much of the work of covering tim­bers and poles with bark and dirt, had grown up with Drums No More’s cautions and had given them due weight, but he also believed in the wisdom of his father’s spirits.

Although light remained in the sky when he reached the hogan, the sun had set and a blessed coolness had begun to touch the land. On any other day he would have given thanks to the sun for a few hours of rest from the heat, but he was unable to think of anything except how quickly a horse—his horse—could travel. A journey that had always taken two days and nights had been completed in less than half that time.

“I return,” he cried. “My family, come see what I brought with me.”

The words sounded boastful, and he quickly gave thanks to the Holy People who’d made his accomplishment possi­ble.

His sister, the youngest in the family with a mere eight winters behind her, was the first to emerge. Gray Eyes crowed with delight, but although Cougar encouraged her to touch the horse, she shook her head. His brothers, however, began running their hands up and down the animal’s legs while arguing who would mount her first. Cougar’s mother shook her head in disbelief while his father, Walks Swiftly, gawked and then ordered his middle son to hurry to the nearby hogans to spread the news.

Drums No More had been slow to join the others. Al­though his eyes remained fixed on Cougar, he said nothing until Cougar dismounted and walked over to him.

“Have you no words for me, Grandfather?” Cougar asked. “You knew what I hoped to do today and said you would of­fer a prayer for me. Be happy; your prayer for my safety was answered.”

“My prayer or your determination.”

“You think I was wrong to do this?”

Instead of answering, Drums No More stepped toward the horse much as a wary antelope approaches water. His dark eyes, so often somber, glistened with interest and excite­ment. Still, Cougar waited for the full weight of the older man’s reaction. By now, Gray Eyes had gotten over her ini­tial fear and was running her fingers through the horse’s tail.

“Be careful,” Drums No More warned. “If she kicks you—”

“She will not,” Cougar interrupted, and then lowered his gaze because he would never intentionally contradict any­thing his elders said. “If one is careful and speaks gently, a horse is as safe
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