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Chapter
One

Sunrise?

Sunset. Rising on his elbows, he squinted at
the orange curve of the sun at the desert horizon, dared it to
burn into his retinas and harm him. He'd seen that happen once, a
group of men during the war cutting a spy's eyelids off and making
him stare into the sun until blinded. It wouldn't happen to him.
Nothing could happen to him. The sun was darker orange, edging down
away from him, afraid.

Afraid of him.

He pushed himself up farther, to a sitting
position, groped into the saddlebag lying next to him for his
tobacco. For a moment he closed his eyes and saw shadows: the
image of the sun against a bright gray sky. The merest flicker of
panic went through him; he immediately opened his eyes and the
world was there, in his sight.

They will all be afraid of me.

He laughed, thinking about God, who had
formed man from mud. Wet dust. Weren't all men mud?

And to dust you shall return.

He thought about the man he had visited
today, a year later, in one of the secret places. Dust. There were
bones, but even the bones had begun to soften to the spring rains,
which had been heavy this year. The secret place was too near a
river bank and he had been afraid that the bones would be gone, but
they were there, the desert covering eroded away, the bones
beginning to turn to dust. But they were there.

Dust.

Men were mud, mud that moved around in the
light of sun, and when they died, the mud dried, the sun took the
moisture and they turned to dust.

He had kicked the bones when he saw them, and
some of them had turned to dust under his boot. Then he had tried
to recall the man's face, and had failed, and turned to look into
the sun which had been high. But it hadn't hurt him because he was
not made of mud, and could not be dried. Then he ground the rest of
the man to dust and left that place.

There were other secret places, and he would
visit them all.

He would make new ones.

Squatting on his haunches now, he turned his
attention from the sun and made himself a cigarette. He was very
good at that. Make me a cigarette, they had all asked him at one
time, in the war, because he was the best at it, with dexterous
fingers that never shook or slipped, even with bad cigarette paper,
or in rain, or under fire. They were all amazed at that, how he
could create cigarettes with his hands.

"It's the way I am," he explained, and maybe
he was looking into the sun when he said it, but they were gone
when he looked back at them, and they didn't bother him then except
to make cigarettes.

Make me a cigarette.

He made himself a cigarette now, holding a
piece of the paper flat between the outer fingers of his right
hand, while expertly tapping out tobacco from the pouch in his
left. Just the right amount fell out. Tobacco was something the
Indians had given the white man, which was why the white man was
killing them off. He laughed, thinking about that, because if the
Indians hadn't given the white man tobacco the white man, made of
mud also, might have left the Indians alone. No, of course not;
because there was corn, and scouting, which the Indians had given
the white man, too.

They were all mud, Indian and white man
alike, heading toward dust.

They would all be afraid of him.

This was his place, the desert. There had
been other places, battlefields, and before that cities, and a
house in Chicago with The Woman whom he would not think about. And
his mother. He almost began to cry when he thought of his mother,
but even her face would not rise clearly in his mind and he looked
to the sun again, but it was dropping below the horizon, running
away from him.

Gone.

He smoked his cigarette, moving himself in
the dust to lean back on his saddle facing east, to watch the stars
rise. The air was so clear here, like nothing he had seen anywhere.
It was one of the reasons he had discovered himself, coming here,
away from the rest of the country and into the desert. The air, and
the stars at night, were reasons he had found that men were made of
mud and the sun was their enemy which took their moisture away. The
fact that the sun could not hurt him only proved his infallibility,
and made the sun his enemy, and made him one with the night, which
robbed no one but gave the stars to all.

He watched the stars come up, rushing above
the horizon to pay homage to him. He had learned their names in
Chicago. There was an observatory there, and he had gone there
every day, sneaking away from his mother, telling her his piano
lessons went until six o'clock when they ended at four, and he had
watched the astronomers get the clockwork on the telescope ready
for the night and listened while they discussed what they would do.
After awhile, they had come to accept him, and one of them, whose
face he could no longer see but who, he remembered, had large gray
eyes behind his spectacles, and large soft hands, began to explain
to him what the sky was and how it worked. The man gave him a book
of stars to study. Soon he had learned the constellations, and
learned their workings in the sky, how they rose in groups
together. And once, he had sneaked from his room and made his way
to the dome at night, where the man with the large gray eyes had
let him look into the telescope. And it was then that he discovered
that he loved the night, and that the sun was what killed men.

Was it then?

No, later.

It didn't matter.

His mind nearly drained of thought, he
watched the perfect points of Orion, marked by bright red
Betelgeuse, top the eastern horizon, trailing the beautiful
straight sword at his waist, centered by the glowing bud of the
Orion Nebula. Suddenly fearful, he studied the eastern horizon,
looking for the bright lamp of The Woman, but it was nowhere to be
seen. He brought his book of stars out from his saddlebag and held
it close…

Sound.

He knew the sounds of the desert, and this
was not one of them. Far off yet; and when he put his ear close to
the ground, he heard it distinctly: one man, one horse, a mile
away.

He rose up on his haunches, studying the
area. Nothing. It was a moonless night, as yet; Luna would not be
up for a good hour and a half. Nothing to cast a shadow. But the
rider was close enough to see him, if he wanted.

Quickly, he replaced the book, brought a
flint from his saddlebag and drew a pile of dried brush together,
lighting it. There was some dead mesquite nearby, and he added tiny
sticks of it, feeding the weak fire until it built and sustained
itself. More of the fragrant wood, a desert weed, and suddenly he
had a small campfire, which he built until it was large enough to
be seen.

Above the crackling of the wood, he listened;
the sound of the stranger with the horse grew louder.

The orange glow of the fire drowned the
friendly stars above, but he knew that Orion, with his ready club,
would wait for him, moving slowly overhead all night.

His cigarette had gone out, and as he rolled
a new one, the stranger appeared in his firelight.

"Evening," the stranger said, standing
respectfully back, waiting for reaction.

Slowly, he turned his eyes from his
cigarette. "Evening yourself," he said.

The other was too young. He couldn't have
been more than sixteen, maybe younger. A failed beard of light
brown hair dotted his cheeks and chin, and the sad, long-cultivated
beginnings of a moustache, long, sparse hairs, edged his upper
lip.

Too young.

"Mind if I sit?" the young man asked,
nervously.

Despite his anger, he forced a neighborly
smile onto his face. He knew how he must look: long overdue for a
shave, four weeks in the saddle, in dire need of a bath, even if it
be a dust one, his clothes unmended and dirty.

Somewhere inside, he still hoped he was wrong
about the young man's age.

"Help yourself," he said, continuing to smile
as the young man sat himself at a respectful distance. "You look
like you lost your fellows. First ride?"

The young stranger hesitated, then smiled
sheepishly. "I fell back, had some trouble with my mount. I
assumed they'd wait up. We were passing through the gorge a way
back, and I lost them."

He let his smile grow friendlier. "Happens to
all of us. Me, I got lost on purpose, didn't like the way I was
treated or the pay I was gonna get. That happens, too."

"I suppose it does."

"Smoke?" He had already taken out his
tobacco, begun to roll another perfect cigarette.

"Thanks."

The young man reached out, took it from his
fingers, and, as he felt contact, he knew the man was not too young
after all.

"Mind if I ask your age? I've got a
reason."

The young man lit his cigarette, looked up.
He could tell the young man was contemplating an answer.

"Come on. I'm not your trail boss. Just
interested. Came out here myself when I was seventeen."

The young man's sheepish smile returned. "You
guessed it. Seventeen last month. They don't want anybody less
than eighteen on the rides."

He laughed, standing up and stretching.
"Don't worry about that. They've taken much younger than eighteen."
He looked down benignly on the young man. "You sure you're
seventeen?"

"Swear to God," the young man said. "Got a
package from my mom in St. Louis, with a card in it and
everything." He laughed. "Had to hide it from the other boys.
Didn't want them joshing me."

"I wouldn't worry about that," he laughed.
His benign look turned to one of extreme interest. "Did you know
you're made of mud?"

The young man, intent on his cigarette,
turned his face up; it glowed orange in the firelight. "What?"

He took a step closer to the young man, bent
down. "Mud," he said, bringing the Bowie out from the back of his
belt and around in a smooth arc under the young man's throat. The
first pass was deep but missed the big vein, and by the time he
brought the knife around again he was already pinning the young man
on the ground, sitting heavily on his chest, listening to him
breathe in gurgles through his neck, watching the light fade out of
his eyes.

He took his time on the rest of the work,
stopping now and again to feed the fire. He took most of the night.
Orion with his club, with his gaseous sword, rose slowly over him
and passed toward dawn before he was finished, as neat a
disemboweling and skinning and cleaning as he could manage, down to
the red-stained white bone. He laid the bones in the special grave
he dug with the shovel from his backpack, then covered and smoothed
it all over. He marked the place with his signal of rocks, making
it a secret place, and then cleaned his fire up as dawn was
breaking.

Sunrise.

"You are mud, wet dust, and to dust you shall
return," he said over the hidden spot, and then he turned to the
sun, watching it rise into his eyesight, daring it to dry him, pull
the moisture from him as it would pull it from the bones and
innards he had buried in the ground.

"I am not mud," he said, "I am God," and then
he turned his eyes from the sun, tying the young man's horse behind
his own saddled mount, and then he rode away from that place,
ignoring the sun, looking for a place to sleep.

 



Chapter
Two

Sometimes, Thomas Mullin dreamed of the War.
They were not dreams in color—were, in fact, in the bleak colors of
the War itself, blue and gray. There was the blue of a sky, that
much he recalled—a pale, washed-out shade that didn't look like the
kind of blue sky he remembered from his boyhood in North Carolina.
That was a high, clear blue, clean enough to wash in, if you could
reach up that far. In these dreams, the blue was not anything you
would want to wash in, was high and thin, and looked devoid of
oxygen, nearly as gray as the rest of the dream. For the earth was
always a sickly, bleak color, nearly gray, and the men who moved
over it in ranks and lines, amidst swirling smoke, in the midst of
thin cries—shouts and screams that were thin in the weakly
oxygenated air—were as pale and near-gray and sickly as the earth
and the weakly colored trees and the rest of the earth and sky.

In these dreams, sometimes, there were no
sounds at all. There was he and his friend Ames, the man from New
York City, who moved with a grim determination not to die, teeth
set, eyes ahead, hands gripping his bayoneted rifle as if it
encased his own soul. Mullin moved with him because he thought the
man was charmed, had come through Fort Wagner and Cold Harbor
unhurt while those around him had been cut down like tenpins. "They
always aim for the Negroes first," Ames had told him once, "but
they never hit me. Hold what you have, very tight, and it will not
get away." Even then, when he had said it, there was only grim
determination, no boasting, in his voice, and that determination
had bound Mullin, the new boy, to the charmed man, holding himself
nearby with the same hard grip Ames had on his own rifle.

"Oh, sure, that boy's been through it all,"
their white captain, Jeffries, graduated near the bottom of his
class at West Point, had told him. "Probably hasn't even told you
the half of it. They sent him to Bull Run not once but twice, and
he came away without a scratch. Sent him on patrols into Reb
territory, he came back whole. It's like he's a ghost." He leaned
closer to Mullin, winking conspiratorially. "I even heard some of
his white officers didn't like the talk about him after a while and
tried to get him killed. Bad for morale, having a ghost around.
They figured if they sent him out alone often enough, the Rebs
would sooner or later catch him. They'd string him up like a
chicken. But he kept coming back, slow and plodding, the way he
walks, without so much as a powder burn on him. After a while they
just started shuffling him around, till he got to me. But I'm not
the kind to try to get him killed, and I don't believe in that
charmed stuff anyway. Way I see it, nobody's charmed, not you, not
me, not Ames. He just hasn't found the bullet with his name on it
yet."

A week later Captain Jeffries found a
Confederate bullet with his own name on it, and Mullin discovered
later that Jeffries had been the one sending Ames out on patrol
alone trying to get him killed, taking bets with his other white
officers over when it would happen.

So Thomas Mullin stuck with Ames, and
sometimes in his dreams, thirty years later, he was still with him
in that pale and lifeless place that was the War, moving through
thin smoke, stepping resolutely forward, around the men with
bayonets in their bellies, bullets in their eyeholes, corpses left
legless by cannon fire, the occasional headless man lay neatly back
on the ground, still clutching his rifle...

"Lieutenant Mullin," someone said, and in the
dream he turned to Ames, but Ames marched ever forward, never
turning, moving ahead of Mullin as he left the dream behind, even
as Ames left him behind, into the smoke.

"Lieutenant Mullin," someone was saying
beside him, poking him roughly awake. "Lieutenant Mullin, wake
up."

He came up out of sleep, rolled over, saw the
blue tunic, the stripes at the shoulder of an Army sergeant. For a
moment he thought he was back in that Army, perhaps still back in
that war, though the colors here were sharp and distinct, the air
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