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 Guns blazed and blood spilled on the hot Arizona sand when
the Apache warriors exploded from their ambush and fell upon
Sergeant Terry O’Callan’s squad of blue-coated troopers. This
wasn’t the first time O’Callan had traded hot lead with Chief
Halcon’s braves—and as his troopers raised sabers and broke through
the Apache ranks, he knew it wouldn’t be his last.

Halcon burned with a
fierce hatred for the pony soldiers that rode from Fort Dawson, and
vowed to take the scalp of every round-eye in the territory. And
when gold is discovered on Apache land and an army of bloodthirsty
prospectors armed with guns and dynamite surround the Indian
village, it’s Halcon’s revenge against blood-crazed greed … until
the brassy notes of CHARGE echo off the hills—and O’Callan must
ride to glory or death for peace on the new frontier.



To The Regular
Army, O!

and to the Memory of the
Greatest Frontier Army Sergeants of the Silver Screen, Ward Bond
and Victor McGlaughlan


 


One

 Someone, perhaps the sergeant of the guard, had once
speculated that this particular part of the desert got cold enough
to freeze the balls off a brass monkey. And it sure as hell
was.

It had reached the coldest part of the
night, an hour prior to dawn, and Fort Dawson, Arizona Territory,
lay wrapped up and sleeping, oblivious to the penetrating chill.
All except the guard detail, that is. A bored sentry walked his
post, shivering despite the heavy greatcoat. He raised his eyes as
a lantern light flickered over in the noncommissioned officers’
quarters, then lowered them again in disinterest as he went back to
plodding away the last hour before relief.

Sergeant Terrance O’Callan, U.S.
Cavalry, had lighted the lantern that had attracted the indifferent
guard’s attention. He still lay in his bunk, enjoying the warmth
while dreading the coldness that awaited him. O’Callan threw the
blankets back, swung his skinny legs over the side of the bunk, and
sat up. Immediately he belched an indiscernible cloud of whiskey
fumes into the room. The desire for more sleep hung over him like
the weight of a McClellan saddle as he got to his feet and reached
for the blue trousers bearing their proud yellow
stripes.

After pulling on his pants, he picked
up the lantern and walked unsteadily over to the washstand. He
studied himself in the mirror and poured water into the basin. He
winced at the haggard image reflected and reached for his shaving
mug, situated in its usual place on the shelf, dressed right and
covered down with the others that belonged to his fellow noncoms.
There came a loud snoring as one of the sergeants turned over in
his sleep.

“Sure,” O’Callan groused.
“Go ahead and sleep yer life away. Give no thought at all to a
fellow sergeant havin’ to force hisself out into the world on such
a cruel, cold mornin’.”

In a distant corner of the room,
Sergeant Willard cracked open one blue eye and studied the early
riser. He well knew the skinny Irishman with a thinning thatch of
close-cropped red hair and an enormous auburn mustache that seemed
out of proportion with its small owner. O’Callan’s pale blue eyes
were bloodshot and watery and he wore a dark bruise on the point of
his chin, ample evidence of his reputation as a brawler. Willard
gave a grunt of annoyance at being rudely awakened an hour before
reveille, rolled over, and tried to get back to sleep.

O’Callan ignored the baleful glare of
his fellow troop sergeant and began to work up the suds in his mug.
He dreaded the thought of a cold-water shave.

The gamecock sergeant spread soap on
his lean, weathered face and began to scrape methodically. “Would
ye be goin’ some place, Terry lad?”

“Ouch, now!” O’Callan
exclaimed. “Who would that be with his eyes open so early of a
day?”

He turned around and looked at the
bunk next to his, feigning surprise. “Why, it’s none other than our
own darlin’ first sergeant, Jimmy Brannigan. And how touchin’, he
wants to know if I’m goin’ someplace ... especially when it’s all
his doin’ that has me walkin’ around when only the Devil and
properly appointed sentries should be astir in the
world.”

Brannigan sat up and grinned. “Is it
complainin’ that ye’re doin’, Terry? A fine thing after I’ve gone
to all this trouble to see that ye get a chance for a nice
early-morning ride.”

O’Callan smiled wryly at the figure in
the bunk. “Well, if ye’d care to forsake the woes and
responsibilities of yer high office and return to the carefree life
of a line sergeant, ye’d be able to join me on these cheerful
little outings.”

“Faith an’ I’d love to,
Terry, but that wouldn’t be at all fair to me troop commander. When
he made me first sergeant, he did so only after I promised to stay
close at hand so that he could rely on me amazin’ talents in
administration.”

O’Callan laughed scornfully as he
shaved. “He put that diamond atop of yer stripes so he could keep a
closer eye on ye, Jimmy. He knows he can trust meself, no matter
how far I get outta his sight.”

Brannigan waved off the remark. “Let
me think now. I believe ye’re makin’ the mail run, are ye? Tell me,
can ye remember the way to Painted Rock Station?”

“I think so, Jimmy, Seein’
as how ye’ve sent me there at least a dozen times in the past six
months.”

Brannigan’s smile faded. “An’ that’s a
shame, it is.” He reached under his pillow and took out a
half-killed bottle of sutler whiskey. “How the hell do they expect
this regiment to perform its duties? We’re short on noncoms and
long on recruits. There’ll be the devil to pay if the Apaches
decide to visit our darlin’ Fort Perdido,” Brannigan concluded,
using the enlisted men’s derisive nickname for Fort Dawson. The
word meant “lost” in Spanish and certainly fit this isolated
outpost.

“Sure an’ there’s nothin’
new in that.” O’Callan shrugged. “We’ve been soldierin’ together
for eighteen years, Jimmy Brannigan, an’ tell me true if ye can
recall whenever we had enough men, or enough of anything for that
matter? Now be a good lad and give us a warmin’ nip outta yer
bottle.”

Brannigan growled good-naturedly and
handed over the whiskey. “Hurry up that drink and git on with yer
detail. The only thing worse than a dumb, whiskey-soaked Irishman
is a dumb, whiskey-soaked Irishman in the cavalry.”

O’Callan took a throat-searing pull
from the bottle. “Ye’re the Irishman around here, Jimmy. Don’t
forget I was born in New York City, makin’ me a native American, by
the Grace o’ God.”

“Native
Americans is Injuns, Terry O’Callan. An’ it
wouldn’t matter if yer sweet mother birthed ye in the imperial
palace of the Emperor of China, ye’d still be an
Irishman.”

“Ah! Immigrants like
yerself are a smart lot. It’s a wonder the way we Americans don’t
give ye the backs of our hands and the heels of our boots. Sure an’
when I take me final discharge and become a gentleman saloonkeeper,
I’m wonderin’ if it wouldn’t be an intelligent policy to bar
admission to the likes of ye black Irish Micks?” O’Callan wiped
away the cold soap left on his face from the shave.

“Now, if ye’ll excuse me,
Sergeant Brannigan, I have some very important matters to attend
to. Why don’t ye lay that thick skull o’ yers back on the pillow
and sleep till noon, like all first sergeants do.”

“The Devil take ye,
Sergeant O’Callan.”

“The Devil or the
Apaches,” O’Callan amended. “Sure it’ll be one or the
other.”

He finished dressing and struggled
into his leather pistol belt and harness before setting his
wide-brimmed hat cockily on his head. “I’ll see ye in two or three
days, Jimmy, an’ I’ll bring ye back a bottle or two from Painted
Rock Crossing.”

“Make it
two,”
Brannigan called as O’Callan stepped out into the
cold desert morning.

The bandy-legged young sergeant paused
on the porch of the NCO quarters and surveyed the dark garrison
area. The only sound came from the sentry listlessly walking his
post. O’Callan drew his shoulders back and began walking in long,
precise strides toward the dull light that showed in the small
adobe building that served as C Troop’s kitchen. With each step the
cold seeped in to stab him between the ribs.

He pushed open the rickety door and
surprised the sleeping cook with a roaring shout. “Get that
goddamned coffee boiled, ye lazy, whiskey-swillin’ clod, or I’ll
have Brannigan jerk ye out o’ this warm, cozy job and put ye back
on the meanest horse the government was ever swindled
for.”

The startled cook jumped to his feet,
then relaxed at the sight of O’Callan and gave him a loose-jawed
grin. “Tarnation, Sergeant O’Callan, you scared the hell outta me.
I already got your rations ready.”

“Now there’s a darlin’
man,” O’Callan cooed, wishing he had taken another drink from
Brannigan’s bottle. “I’m goin’ over to the stables to pick up me
detail an’ when I bring ’em back here I want that coffee
hot! Not like the last time.”

“Yes, Sergeant. She’s
warming up now ... almost hot enough to drink.”

O’Callan looked into the large pot of
coffee grounds and water. “If that’s hot, then we’d better issue
overcoats to the poor souls in Hell. Build up yer fire!”

~*~

Pulling himself as deeply as possible
into his heavy overcoat, Trooper Fred Whitlow shivered in the
early-morning cold as he walked across the regimental parade ground
toward the stables. He stopped in midstride at the sound of the
sharp voice in the darkness. “Halt! Who goes there?”

Whitlow peered intently into the
darkness with pale blue eyes until he could make out the form of
another soldier standing with a carbine held in the on-guard
position. Bent shoulders with a graying thatch of hair protruding
from his forage cap, and his voice breaking with age, the trooper
stood in challenge. Whitlow had no difficulty recognizing him. He
resumed walking.

“Hello, Warner,” he said
in his usual bored indifferent tone.

Warner motioned menacingly with his
weapon. “I said, ‘halt-who-goes-there?’”

“I heard you,” Whitlow
replied sarcastically, looking down his long, aristocratic nose.
“Sounded real military. You should be quite proud of
yourself.”

Warner repeated himself. “Halt! Who
goes there?”

“You can see me quite
well, Warner.”

“Halt-who-goes-there!” Warner
insisted hotly.

“For god’s sake! It’s too
early in the morning to play games.”

“You’re on my post,
Whitlow, and when I tell you to identify yourself, you damned well
better do it.” Whitlow shook his long head in disgust, blond locks
swaying at the sweatband of his campaign hat. “You’re an old
fool.”

“Don’t git funny with me,
boy,” the grizzled trooper snapped. “You’d best do as a sentry
tells you. You’ll learn that lesson before you’ve been in this army
much longer.”

“Well, I won’t
be in this army much
longer,” Whitlow snarled.

The old man spat on the ground. “Some
of you smart-alecks don’t know when you’re well off. Let me tell
you somethin’, Whitlow. This here army’s been a damned sight better
to some of us than our own mothers even.”

“I can’t say I blame some
of those mothers when one sees what sort of sons they had,” the
young trooper drawled in a haughty university-educated
voice.

“You think you’re so
goddamned smart!” Warner cried. “Jist because you got schoolin’ an’
all that, don’t make you no better than the rest of us. An’ you’re
sure just the same as us until your folks buy you outta your
’listment, rich boy. Till they do, you’ll do things the right way
around here.”

A cruel laugh came from Whitlow’s
full, sensual lips. “Really, Warner, you’re a poor one to pass on
advice about how to conduct one’s self in the army. You’ve been in
over twenty years and you’re a common trooper like any of us
recruits.”

“I ain’t always been a
private. If I still had my sergeancy and them yaller stripes on my
arms, you’d be dancin’ to another tune. I’d have you spread-eagled
over a wagon wheel for ten stripes. You can bet on
that.”

“Between that cheap
sutler’s whiskey and cow town whores, you’ll never be as much as a
lance-jack again, Warner. You’d better get out of my way. I’m
detailed for patrol and I haven’t time to continue this delightful
conversation.”

Warner raised his Springfield carbine.
“Identify yourself proper or I’m gonna call the corporal of the
guard.”

Whitlow sighed and relented. “Trooper
Whitlow, C Troop, reporting to Sergeant O’Callan at the stables for
patrol duty.”

“Pass, Trooper Whitlow,”
Warner ordered through a grin. “Sergeant O’Callan’ll take some o’
that sass outta you.”

Whitlow stepped around the elderly
sentry disgustedly and went on his way across the parade ground. He
had forgotten about the cold during his exchange with Warner and
now he looked forward to the warmth of the stables. He quickened
his pace as he neared the adobe building.

Elvin Taylor nudged his buddy, Charlie
Bradley, when Whitlow entered the livery. “Look who finally showed
up, Charlie. His Lordship, the Duke of the Yardbirds.”

“Awh, take it easy on
him,” Charlie drawled lazily. The ferret-faced Taylor’s close-set
eyes narrowed and he persisted in his torment. “What’s the matter,
Whitlow? Did your servant call you late?”

Whitlow’s frayed temper gave way.
“Would you care to step outside, Taylor? This has been coming on
for a long time and I’d be glad to knock out those buck-teeth for
you.”

Taylor grinned and started for the
door. An instant later, Charlie stepped between them. “Hold ’er,
fellers. We got lots to do before Sergeant O’Callan gits here, so
let’s leave the fightin’ fer later.”

“Taylor,” Whitlow growled
coldly, “I’m getting sick of your remarks. I don’t give a damn
about you or anyone else on this post, from the regimental
commander right on down to that whiskey-soaked idiot, Warner. And I
particularly have no desire to be friends with any of you. The only
thing I’m concerned with is getting out of this stupid army and
away from this miserable troop.”

“Hell, Whitlow! You got
yourself into a rotten deal just like the rest of us, only you
ain’t got the guts to stick it out and pull your time. You’re
letting your rich daddy bail you out,” Taylor sneered.

“At least I know who my
father is, you slum bastard,” Whitlow shot back. Bradley had to
jump between them again.

“At ease!” O’Callan’s
voice thundered through the stables. It caused the horses to stomp
and fret. “I see ye have time fer a donnybrook, but none to prepare
yer mounts an’ the pack mule. Seven days extry duty fer the lot o’
ye when we’re back from the mail rim. Now git movin’!”

“I didn’t have nothin’ to
do with any fight, Sergeant,” Charlie wheedled. “I was breakin’ it
up.”

O’Callan’s mustache twitched in anger.
“When any members o’ my details git into trouble, then all members
take the punishment. That’s me policy. It saves me a lot of heavy
thinkin’ that way.”

“Well, we certainly don’t
want too much thinking going on in the army, do we?” Whitlow said
sarcastically.

“Fourteen days extry
duty!” roared O’Callan.

“Goddamn you, you son of a
bitch!” Taylor yelled at Whitlow a moment before jumping on
him.

O’Callan watched as Bradley got
between them and stopped the fight at almost the exact moment it
began. “That’s smart on yer part, Trooper Bradley. Ye get
twenty-one days extry duty now. Turn to yer mounts quickly or I’ll
add another seven days.”

As the three young men began saddling
their horses, O’Callan watched them closely and organized his
patrol in his mind. He had three raw recruits, fresh from Jefferson
Barracks, making up the mail run that had to cross what must be in
all probability hostile country. He knew that none of them had
fired more than a half-dozen rounds from their carbines and he was
willing to bet a month’s pay that they no doubt hadn’t hit what
they were aiming at.

Whitlow was a badly confused kid from
a rich family. Strikingly handsome, with a firm jaw and slender
body, he cut a profile that any actor would envy. He had left some
university back East, either to seek adventure in the army or to
get away from some girl’s irate father. Brannigan had told him that
the boy’s family intended to buy him out of his enlistment, so both
NCOs were determined to get as much work out of him as they could
before the discharge came. Although clean-cut and good-looking, the
youngster had proven unreliable and temperamental. His background
left him nothing at all in common with the rest of the recruits,
whose own lives had been shaped heavily by poverty and brushes with
the law. On the other hand, O’Callan had never seen Whitlow back
down from a barracks-room brawl.

Taylor came from the Chicago slums,
and an old soldier’s instincts told O’Callan that his being in the
army had rid the state of Illinois of one troublemaker. His sleek,
narrow head, protruding teeth, and beady, rat like eyes marked him
as one of the predators of mankind. Taylor’s childhood had left him
wary, sharp, and aggressive, though any organized activity seemed
to confuse him. It was obvious the boy had never had anyone to look
up to or admire in his short life.

Bradley seemed a good bet. He was a
Texan—a cowboy before he came into the army—and if his independent
spirit didn’t get the best of him, he stood a good chance of
becoming an excellent soldier. In fact, Brannigan had decided that
if the trooper conducted himself well on this patrol, he was going
to give him a three-month trial as lance corporal. If that worked
out, they’d make him a permanent NCO and he could slap two stripes
on his arms. Bradley had soft brown hair and matching eyes, which
seemed to see far into the distance ... or the future. He wasn’t
particularly well educated, barely able to read and write, though
he had plenty of experience in taking care of himself in wild
country, and he rode a horse as well as any cavalry
veteran.

O’Callan sighed. He wished he had some
of the campaigners he had ridden with during the Civil War. To his
regret, however, they had forsaken the army and were undoubtedly
well-settled-down in comfortable lives, making good money and
growing enormous beer bellies—as might befit a gentleman
saloonkeeper. With another sigh, he resigned himself to what he had
and herded his charges over to the mess hall.

~*~

“Yah-nee-tah!”

It was a good morning to
awaken and greet the Great Spirit. Water-smoke hung in thin wisps
over the shallow pools that had made this camp a good one year
around. The Sierra
Dolores, the Meje-kanos called them, but they
held little sorrow for the People.

Halcon, war leader of a free-roaming
band of Apaches, stood, facing east, as the sun rose. A deep chill
still held, as fierce here at sunrise as it had been the night
before for the soldiers of Fort Dawson, some fifty miles distant.
Yet the pale yellow rays of the sun seemed to invigorate the
hard-muscled, squat Apache chief. He curled his lips in pleasure as
he watched his son, Da-soda-hae, crawl from their wikiup and slip
on his new breechcloth, adjusting its drape and height in a rakish,
defiant manner. The boy slid his small feet into high-topped,
hard-soled deerskin moccasins and trotted to where his father
stood.

The slightly-built boy
raised both arms above his head, fists clinched as was proper for a
lad on the edge of manhood, and like his progenitor, greeted their
god. His high soprano voice-rang clearly off the sandstone walls
that guarded their rancheria
from prying eyes in the distance. His religious
duties performed, the smooth-faced child turned to a more important
ritual, which had been a part of his life since the age of
seven.

“Yata-he, o-sio—Good morning, Father,” he said
solemnly. “What is it a son can do for his father on such a
morning?”

Halcon flung out his left arm, as he
had done every day for the past five years. “Run to the mountain,”
he commanded.

“Hey-yaha, o-sio te! Yes, my father!” Da-soda-hae shouted with excitement and
began to run in the long, enduring shuffle of the Apache warrior.
Each day, the object selected—called, regardless of what it might
be, “the mountain”—always lay a little further away. Now, on the
morning of his twelfth year of life, the Apache youngster’s
“mountain” stood some ten miles distant. As he ran, Da-soda-hae
thought his small heart would burst with pride at being given so
difficult a task. Today marked the first day he had been permitted
to wear the treasured hunter’s breechcloth, and here he was given a
morning run worthy of one about to be named a warrior!

Halcon’s lips crooked into another
appreciative smile as he watched the slender body of his young son,
the muscles rippling close under the surface as the boy ran away
toward the far spring at the canyon’s end. He felt justifiable
pride in this boy, the only child his latest wife, Niente, had
given him. The youngster was lighter skinned like his mother, quite
light in fact, considering that Apache boys ran naked until
puberty, when they became hunters and were given their breechcloth.
Only the coldest weather would find a boy-child clothed until his
eleventh or twelfth year.

Everyone would have eaten
by the time the boy returned. He would have to break his fast alone
or with the older boys who were preparing to become warriors. It
was good! He was the son of a chief—and a war chief at that, Halcon
thought. He must be made ready for battle at an earlier age than
most. The Thunder God spoke thus in a dream. Perhaps in his time he
will join the great fight that will drive all of the
pen-dik-oye—the white,
round-eyes—from this land.

~*~

What a wonderful day for talking war.
Now would be a good time to start a raiding party. When the pale
ones are locked in their airless wikiups to escape the cold they
will not come out to do battle. There are some fine cattle at that
ranch not far from here, Halcon reflected. The band can circle and
come out of the south; everyone will think we came across from
Mexico. Then take them by surprise. Yes! It is a good day to make
war on our enemies, Halcon exalted.

Who should go?

Some of the best fighting men, of
course. A few young ones, seeking a warrior’s medicine bag. And we
could maybe go by the station at the Painted Rocks. Always there is
something to find there.

Some wagon or the pony-soldiers of the
Fort Dawson. What a way to tell them that the Moon of Cold Hunger
is coming again.

Burn the
ranchos ... run off
cattle ... and, best of all—kill the pony-soldiers.


 


Two

 Four thin plumes of dust danced across the desert as
O’Callan’s small patrol traveled slowly along the route that would
take them to their rendezvous with the regimental mail at Painted
Rock Crossing.

Bradley was in the lead, as point;
Taylor and Whitlow each rode on a flank; and O’Callan covered the
rear of their diamond formation with the pack mule. It was the best
way to move through open country, where an attack could come from
any direction.

O’Callan’s eyes regularly combed the
horizon on all sides, staying ever alert despite the fact that he
let his mind dwell on his imagination’s favorite subject: the life
he would lead as a bar owner in Tucson.

Now a gentleman saloonkeeper wakes up
in style, his mind mused. Not to the noise of a bloody bugle
blowin’ reveille while ’tis still dark, but instead to the lovely
twitterin’ o’ the darlin’ birds who are flittin’ through the
treetops in the bright mornin’ sun. After dressin’ leisurely and
shavin’ in the same slow manner, the gentleman saloonkeeper would
go downstairs—he would naturally have hisself a fine two-story
home—where his housekeeper would have breakfast all hot and proper
waitin’ fer him—with at least a gallon of steamin’ hot coffee—along
with the mornin’ paper. After polishin’ off his chow in the same
dignified manner in which he’d dressed and shaved, this fine gent
would then amble outta his house and stroll down to the business
district o’ town to see how things was goin’.

“Bradley! Keep yer eyes to
the front! Yer point man, dammit, not a flanker!” Charlie snapped
his head back and O’Callan took up once again where his mind had
left off.

Now all folks tip the hat
quite respectful-like to a gentleman saloonkeeper as he goes on his
way to his place of business. An’ bein’ a fine gentleman hisself,
he quite naturally tips his hat back all polite-like. Na’ his real
friendly greetin’s come when he enters his saloon, known far and
wide as O’Callan’s—where the whiskey is first-rate, the beer kept as cool as
humanly possible, and a feller can be sure of a square card game to
while away his leisure hours. The bartender nods a respectful
top-o’-the-mornin’ to his boss—he’s an ex-soljer, but no
ex-quartermaster sergeant, them thievin’ rascals—and steps aside
for the gentleman saloonkeeper to check the till.

“Goddammit, Whitlow! Raise
yer hat off yer eyes. Ye can’t see nothin’ like that!”

Sure an’ the cash drawer would be
plumb full, don’t ye know. So the gentleman saloonkeeper would
order a round on the house and the lads give him a roarin’ cheer—as
he justly deserves fer such fine Christian generosity—and the
gentleman saloonkeeper would have a few fine snorts hisself, jest
to be sociable. Faith! What a bloody fine life it’s gonna
be.

At noon, O’Callan called a halt and
signaled Bradley in. “This is gonna be our only hot meal till we
reach Painted Rock Station. I don’t want to see a lot of smoke
either. Boil yer coffee and cook yer meat fast. We’ll only be here
fer half an hour.”

“Say, Sergeant,” Bradley
queried. “If you’re only gonna let us have one hot meal, how about
waitin’ until tonight? Hot grub always tastes best after a long day
of ridin’.”

“Because,” O’Callan
explained through thinly-worn patience, “I don’t want the light of
a cozy fire or a bunch of glowing embers to attract any wanderin’
Apaches.”

“The Apaches are wintering
in Mexico, Sergeant,” Whitlow protested, the thought of cold
rations an offense to his finer sensibilities. “I heard some of the
older soldiers discussing it in the barracks just the other
day.”

“Did ye now?” O’Callan
snorted. “Do ye think that Mr. Apache is that predictable? He might
go into Mexico fer the winter and suddenly change his mind and come
roarin’ back up here like a banshee straight outta Hell. The Good
Lord lost control of the Apache two minutes after He created him.
Taylor, you stay on guard with the horses. Whitlow, hurry up and
eat so you can relieve him fer his own chow. Bradley, ye sit
yerself down with me. We’re gonna shift directions a little this
afternoon.”

“Hey, Sergeant,” Taylor
called over to him,“—When are we gonna reach water? I’m
out.”

“I’d say the next
twenty-four hours are gonna be mighty dry fer ye, Taylor. Ye’ve
been told to ration yer water on patrol.”

“Hell, you didn’t say we
wouldn’ have no water. If I’d known that I wouldn’t have drunk it
all.”

O’Callan shrugged. Then his eyes
narrowed threateningly as he delivered a well-worn lecture. “We
always tole ye to expect the worst out here. Ever’ man’s gotta
depend on his own self-control or he’s a goner. There’s nothin’
more unforgivin’ than the desert. Except the deep blue waters of
the ocean ...” Here he paused to give a dramatic shudder. “An
element totally alien to the bones of a good cavalryman. Maybe
Whitlow’ll give ye some of his. Ye sure as hell ain’t gettin’ none
o’ mine.”

“I don’t want nothin’ from
Whitlow. I’d rather die,” Taylor retorted, and spat to emphasize
his determination.

“Stop spittin’! Ye’ve got
a real thirsty day ahead o’ ye and ye’re gonna need all the wet
ye’ve got. If yer mouth gets too dry, suck a pebble. Just be glad
it ain’t summer.”

“Hey, Charlie,” Taylor
began, looking for another source, “can you let me have some water
when I get back to eat?”

“Nope. I got just enough
to last me.”

“All I want is one
goddamned lousy drink, Charlie!” Taylor’s voice had become edged
with alarm.

Charlie pulled his rations from his
saddlebags. “Elvin, I’ve rode herd from Mexico clean up to Kansas.
I had some mighty good pals during that time and I’ve shared
ever’thing I owned with ’em, except fer two things—my six-gun and
my water.”

Taylor’s rodent eyes switched from
Bradley to O’Callan and back. “Does that mean ... you
won’t?”

“Yep.”

O’Callan smiled to himself. If Taylor
stayed in the army for a hundred years, he’d never run out of water
again. He was one step up the road to becoming a cavalry trooper.
Sure an’ he’d better find some outlet for all that nastiness durin’
the next six weeks, O’Callan considered. He’d be hell on wheels,
come the annual troopers’ Christmas party.

Ouch, naw! An’ hadn’t the last one
been a regular skull-buster, the fiery-haired NCO recalled. Pity
the poor devils what get stuck with organizing it this year. Still
reflecting on the annual knuckle-scraping affair, O’Callan
commenced to clean and put up his eating utensils.

After their meal, the four soldiers
resumed the patrol, plodding along at a slow, steady gait as the
afternoon progressed. O’Callan made the grumbling recruits vary the
slow riding with long stretches of walking the horses.

“If a band of Apaches
cross over from Mexico lookin’ fer trouble and find us, ye’ll be
glad yer mounts ain’t all wore out,” he explained grudgingly.
O’Callan hated to justify his orders or decisions to subordinates,
though in the case of recruits he thought it best that they
understood the why of what they were doing. High above in the clear, azure sky,
a lone buzzard circled lazily.

~*~

Bobby Olsen felt as proud of his
uniquely white man’s twelfth-year puberty ritual as Da-soda-hae had
been of his natural Indian one. Although his bottom still smarted
from where Paw had strapped him after the elder Olsen had
discovered his son behind the low cattle shed on their ranch, a
cornhusk cigarette in his lips, Bobby felt he had somehow come
closer to being a man.

To Halcon and the young men of his
raiding party, the overreaction of Bobby’s parent to his son simply
trying to play a man’s role would have been totally
incomprehensible. But their reason for being there was not to study
the strange doings of the round-eyes. They came to steal cattle and
horses, burn the home, and spill white-eye blood. Their ride had
been long and hard and they had lost two horses, the beasts’ hearts
having burst from the fast, endless pace. Now the time had come to
strike.

Little Bobby Olsen didn’t live to gain
his parents’ forgiveness, as he was sure he would. He died
screaming in the center of the chicken yard, pierced by an Apache
arrow an inch above his bellybutton. The jagged flint point sliced
through his intestines and liver and lodged in his spinal cord. His
shrieks of pain, ebbing away to the silence of death, terrified the
chickens, who began to flutter and flop around the ocotillo-fenced
enclosure, squawking with alarm.

Amulf Olsen, Bobby’s father, heard the
screams of his mortally wounded son and the frightened yammering of
his flock and came from the pigpen section of his livestock shed in
time to get a .56-caliber ball high on the forehead, centered
between his eyes. Three arrows struck him, too, protruding from the
soft mound of his recently acquired middle-aged paunch like
feathered decorations on a lady’s hat. He fell to his knees, dead
before he hit the ground.

The oldest Olsen boy, who had been
working with his father, made a desperate run for the house where
his wife tended the newest addition to the Olsen clan, their baby,
Julie. He made it through the door barely in time to shut and bar
the entrance to the cabin. He handed his wife a Spencer carbine and
opened a cabinet drawer for ammunition, making ready to stand off
the attack.

Signaling with a bloodthirsty yell,
Halcon led his warriors toward the house. Theo Olsen grabbed up his
dead father’s Greener shotgun and let fly a ten-gauge blast of
buckshot. He thought he had aimed at the leader of the raiding
party, but the shot pattern went wide of the mark, bowling over a
young brave to Halcon’s left. Blood flew in all directions as the
warrior kicked out the last of his life.

The second barrel went into the dirt
as slugs began to splatter against the shutters of the window where
Theo stood firing. Across the room, the Spencer barked and he knew
Lydia, an excellent shot, had accounted for another of the
hostiles. The baby bawled in terror and her older sister clutched
at her mother’s skirts.

“Non-an-tha, o-lathe!” Halcon shouted, and his warriors spread out in obedience to
his command.

The Greener boomed again from inside
and arrows rattled against the door. Several of the raiding party
started to gather straw at the tall stack beside the cattle shed. A
pig squealed in fright and a young boy, sort of an apprentice
warrior, gave it something to complain about by planting two arrows
in its round side. Quickly the men completed their task.

Tightly twisted straw torches were
brought to where Halcon and his top two warriors crouched at the
corner of the house. He struck flint to steel and blew on the
spark-point until the dry straw flamed up. He handed the firebrand
to one of the others and repeated the operation until all were
blazing. Then they tossed them onto the thatched roof of the adobe
ranch house.

“Oh, dear God!” Mrs. Olsen
shouted hysterically. “They’re burning us out.”

Flames and smoke hung particularly
thick near the door. Theo abandoned that position to seek targets
as the braves ran off the livestock. Soon there came a regular,
violent pounding on the door as the other members of the hostile
band began to try breaking it in.

Heat and acrid fumes drove the two
women to panic. Anything, they believed in their extremity, would
be better than burning to death. Despite Theo’s horrified shouts to
stop, they rushed to the door ... and pulled the bar.

Two Apaches dashed into the room as
the portal gave way. They tumbled onto the floor as twenty-one
.28-caliber buckshot pellets lashed into their bronze skin,
shredding their sides and splashing the interior of the house with
their blood. The next one in shot Theo in the throat. He made a
brief gurgling sound, then lapsed into death. He, like his father
and little brother, could be considered lucky.

The Olsen women soon learned how
entirely wrong they had been about anything being better than
burning alive. When the first savage, a boy of hardly more than
fourteen, had finished with little eight-year-old Gretta, her pain
had already become lost in a dreamlike numbness. Her mother and
grandmother shrieked and struggled with their oppressors in vein
attempts to avoid that “fate worse than death.” But Gretta received
them passively, muttering over and over to herself.

By the time the Apache boy returned
for seconds, Gretta had become severely weakened by blood loss. As
he turned over her supine form, she fluttered her eyelids and
quietly died.

Oh, yes, the lucky ones were already
dead.

What came after the rape was something
awful. Much too evil for the Olsen menfolk’s eyes to have
witnessed.

~*~

Watching his men with a critical eye,
O’Callan emitted a long, piercing whistle. Time to make camp, and
he wasn’t entirely displeased with how the recruits had performed
in their maiden effort at becoming troopers. Wouldn’t do, though,
to let them know that. Keep a man off balance a little and he’ll
try a bit harder. He waved his arm, signaling the patrol to ride in
and assemble on him.

They dismounted and limped slowly
toward their sergeant in the lengthening red shadows of the desert
sunset. They had done more walking than riding. Cavalry boots had
not been designed for such activity and the pained expressions on
their faces revealed the effect of their day’s efforts.

“Congratulations. Ye’ve
spent yer very first day on patrol.”

“Even a cold meal sounds
good,” Whitlow muttered. “It’s been a long time since
noon.”

“Ye’ll see to yer weapons
first,” O’Callan commanded. “The little darlin’s have been out in
this dusty weather all day and they want cleanin’. Wait up! I don’t
want ever’ man-jack cleanin’ his carbine at the same time. It’d be
a perty sight to see a war party chargin’ down on us an’ us sittin’
with our Springfields broke apart in our laps. We’ll do it one man
at a time, with the others on alert. Then we’ll eat an’ settle down
fer the night. I’ll give ye the guard detail after
chow.”

The recruits grinned at each other
about O’Callan’s old-maidish wariness. “Maybe we shoulda brung that
cannon by the flagpole with us,” Taylor snickered.

“Now that’s a grand idee!”
O’Callan agreed. “But I didn’t think any o’ you rookies knew which
end of it the ball come out. Now shut yer yaps and clean them
weapons. We’ve still a ways to go on this trip.”


 


Three

 Old eyes, though ones sharp as they had ever been, took in
the rising column of dust long before the blue suited forms crested
the ridge and began the long downward grade to Painted Rock
Crossing. Licking his lips in anticipation of company, Mexico
Shultz made ready to welcome them.

The sun had climbed to high noon when
O’Callan and his patrol reined up at the tie-rail in front of the
shack that sagged behind the protection of a low piñon log
stockade. O’Callan gave the command to dismount and swung from his
own blister maker.

“Well, damn my eyes, if it
ain’t Terry O’Callan,” Mexico brayed in greeting. There was a
stirring behind O’Callan, and both men turned in time to watch as
Taylor broke ranks ahead of the order and rushed to the nearby well
casing. “What’s got into him? Looks like he ain’t had a drink in a
week.”

“He might as well not had.
The green young fool drained his canteen by midday yesterday and us
without a drop to spare him.” O’Callan addressed his next remarks
to the troopers. “All right, dis-missed! Fill yer canteens and tend to yer mounts. ’Tis the end o’ the
line. An’, Taylor ... don’t be fer drinkin’ too fast or ye’ll get
sick.”

“It’s right good to see ya
again, Terry,” Shultz went on.

“An’ good to be here
again, old friend. Do ye, by any chance, happen to have a small nip
inside?”

Mexico grinned at his friend. “You
know I do. You figure that trooper’s learnt his lesson?”

O’Callan nodded and gave his friend a
sly wink. They walked toward the door now, ignoring the activity of
the men behind them. Terry O’Callan laid a friendly hand on
Mexico’s shoulder. “If’n he didn’t, the next class session might be
the death of him. Now, let’s see to slakin’ me own
thirst.”

Painted Rock Crossing was a stockaded
property of the Butterfield stage line, managed by the one-eyed,
whiskery old codger named Mexico Shultz. Mexico acquired that
sobriquet because he had spent so much time trading and stealing in
that country. He spoke Spanish fluently and had a passable working
knowledge in a couple of Indian dialects. He managed the crossing
and his crew with an iron hand, and didn’t trust anyone who didn’t
drink at least a quart of whiskey a day. He held O’Callan in
particular esteem.

No actual crossroads existed at
Painted Rock Crossing, nor any ford of a river. It was a convenient
meeting place for the stagecoach, prospectors, ranchers or anyone
else who wanted to conduct business in the area. It had several
wells within its walls and lay close to the foothills, where a poor
grade of timber was available. With both the palisades and the
water it could withstand a siege for any length of time while the
attacker would eventually go thirsty.

The Apaches left the place alone,
except to fire a few frustrated shots at the ramparts while passing
to and from Mexico.

The inside walls of the
waiting room were covered with carved obscenities in English and
Spanish, and this generally caused some embarrassment for the lady
passengers of the Butterfield line. When any of them deemed it
their duty to complain of these offenses to their eyes, Mexico
Shultz would simply say, “Why, ma’am, I don’t read too good myself
so I ain’t right sure what them words say. But if’n I could read
and I found somethin’ distasteful, why, dang it all, I don’t think
I’d just sit and read ever’
word that was writ there.”

Even if it didn’t cool their
indignation, it at least cut the conversation short and that was
what Mexico wanted anyway.

While O’Callan’s men stabled the
horses and the mule, he and Mexico sat at one of the rough-hewn
tables in the waiting room and began working on the station’s
whiskey supply. “How’s come they keep sendin’ ya over here so
often, O’Callan?”

“Because we’re a
half-strength regiment with details fer a full-up one. If I ain’t
sergeant o’ the guard, then I’m trainin’ the recruits. An’ when it
ain’t one o’ them duties, I’m on the mail run. So here I am again.
Say! Are ya sure that’s enough whiskey
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