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“I require and charge you both
as ye will answer at the dreadful day of judgement when the secrets
of all hearts shall be disclosed, that if either of you know any
impediment, why ye may not be lawfully joined together in
Matrimony, ye do now confess it. For be ye well assured, that so
many as are coupled together otherwise than God’s Word doth allow
are not joined together by God; neither is their Matrimony
lawful.”

—“The Form for the
Solemnization

of Matrimony.”

 



Chapter One






“IT IS A good day to die,”
moaned Cuchillo Oro, the legendary lone Apache, lying stretched out
on a flat rock, beneath the shade of an overhanging ledge. His
hands were pressed to his eyes, squeezing them shut against the
exquisite agony that racked him.

The pain throbbed at his temples, pounding
in time with the slow, regular beating of his heart. He opened his
brown eyes for a moment, squinting out across the baking Arizona
desert, seeing it stretching white and orange beneath him,
shimmering into the unseeable distance.

“Cuchillo says that today would
be better if yesterday had never been.” The Indian was pleased with
his little saying and attempted something approaching a smile. But
the effort was too great and he groaned again, stretching out his
hands so that they reached into the bright sunlight.

Once again he risked opening his eyes a
narrow slit, peering at the shadows of his fingers. Seeing the left
hand, the thumb and the four fingers, all straight and strong.

And the right hand.

Crippled. Stunted, missing fingers.

The legacy of the feud that had
blighted the life of the young warrior, still only in his middle
twenties. The feud that had led, indirectly, to the deaths of many
whites across the southwest frontier of the country. The mutilation
had been carried out by the brutal and vindictive Cyrus Pinner,
then an officer in the United States Army, eager to punish the
Apache for the alleged theft of a great golden knife, the antique,
broad-bladed cinquedea that had given Cuchillo Oro his name.

The paths of the two men had crossed several
times in occasionally bizarre circumstances, with Pinner trying to
finally erase the Indian.

Failing.

And finally paying the highest of prices for
his failure, coughing out his life under the choking waters of a
tumbling river.

The feud was ended, but for
Cuchillo Oro life went on. He traveled alone and did what he could
to avoid trouble. But for a man who had become a violent myth in
his early years there were always whites who believed he was a
crazed killer. Oddly, there was no “Wanted” flyer out against Cuchillo
Oro, but that didn’t stop the attacks. The endless
provocations.

The killings.

 


For a moment he thought that he was going to
be sick. He managed to change it into a cough, putting his hand to
his mouth as his cheeks puffed out. Feeling the sourness of yellow
bile as it flooded into his throat. Despite the hundred-degree heat
of the summer afternoon he felt cold, shivering as another gripe
seized his guts. He brought up his knees to his chest, rolling
slowly backwards and forwards.

“Truly do they call it the water
of fire,” he muttered to himself. “For my belly blazes.”

It had been cheap whiskey.

Some five miles to the west he could just
make out the blurred outlines of the little township of Montclair,
Arizona Territory. Population at the most recent count,
eighty-seven.

It boasted one saloon, if that
is the correct word for the establishment. Unlike larger
settlements the saloon didn’t have a fancy name like
“The Last
Chance” or
“The Silver
Dollar” or
“The Good
Luck.”

It was simply called the “the saloon.”

And it didn’t serve Indians. The owner, Big
Frank Bennett, wasn’t at all prejudiced. He didn’t serve chinks or
niggers or women either. Unless they were whores, of course.

There was a sign up front saying loud and
clear what Bennett’s policy was, and Cuchillo Oro had seen it as he
walked into the township. But he had fifteen dollars in his
breeches pocket and a powerful thirst biting at him. The Apache’s
sole weakness was for liquor, and it was one that he always did his
best to control. But every now and again it got the better of him
and he just had to wrap himself around a bottle of rotgut
whiskey.

Frank Bennett saw the big Indian standing by
the back door of his saloon, out near the necessary with the
half-moon cut from its walls. Normally he’d have simply reached
either for his snakeskin whip or for the ten-gauge, depending on
what kind of threat the Indian represented. But he paused when he
saw Cuchillo Oro.

Running a saloon in the southwest made a man
a good judge of others, and Bennett wasn’t half the fool that folks
thought him. Though he was better than twice the fool he thought
himself. There was something about this ghostly figure, half-hidden
in the shrouding light of late evening. For one thing he’d never
seen an Apache that was more than six feet in height. He’d heard of
oddities like the Sioux, Touch The Clouds, who was supposed to be
taller than seven feet.

But a big Apache was something
else to ponder on. This one looked to be around a hundred and
eighty pounds, big in the shoulders and deep-chested. The face was
partly in shadow but the white man could see the high cheekbones
and deep-set eyes of the warrior, the mouth etched thin and
tight. He
wore the standard clothes of the local Apaches, loose cotton shirt
and breeches with his long hair tied back with a scarf of flowered
cotton.

“What the hell you want?” asked
Bennett, for once tempering his righteous anger at seeing a son of
a bitch Indian on his land. He peered out to try and see what kind
of weapons the brave had. There was no rifle and no sign of a
pistol. But the Apaches often didn’t wear their handguns in
holsters on the hip as the white men did, preferring to tuck them
in their belts, sometimes at the back. All that Bennett could see
was what looked a little like a Bowie knife, sheathed at the left
hip of the warrior. The stray spears of light from the setting sun
reflected off some kind of glass beads set in the hilt of the
weapon, sending glittering sparks of color dancing in the warm
air.

“Drink,” the Mimbreños brave had
replied.

“Don’t serve
Indians.”

“I have money.”

“How much?”

“Not trade. Dollars.”

“Sell you a bottle of finest
whiskey, brewed right over in Scotland, England, by some of the …
The Hell with it! Five dollars. Bring it and wait here.”

“Show me drink
first.”

“You’re one trustin’ Indian,
ain’t you?”

“I learn well from white
brothers,” the Apache had mocked him.

“Suppose I take the money and
don’t give you the liquor? What’d you do then, huh?”

“I get whiskey.”

“But what if—?”

“Two ways. Easy. Hard. But I get
it.”

Bennett had felt a tremor of something that
he guessed must be fear. He’d earned a reputation of being a hard
man, ready with a gun or a knife. Fists or boots. But there had
been something about that Apache …

 


Only when he’d seen the mutilated right hand
did Bennett realize that he was on the edge of tangling with one of
the most notorious Indians in the land.

“You’re Cuchillo Oro! God damn
it to Hell and back again!”

The Apache had said nothing, simply holding
out the five dollars and waiting to take the bottle of whiskey from
the white man.

“You surely got a nerve, boy,
walkin’ out like this. Must be a fuckin’ great price on your head,
huh?”

“No.”

The word was flat and final, hanging in the
air between the two men like a challenge.

“No? Come on, Indian. Must be.
All the killin’ that you done. Has to be flyers out.”

“No. I do not think you will
believe me, but it is the truth.”

“Pinner’s Indian! Old Golden
Knife hisself, right here at my back door.”

“That is correct, white man.
Will you sell?” There was the slightest hint of movement of the
left hand, down towards the rough hilt of the cinquedea. Bennett saw it and regretted
the scattergun hanging on its twin pegs underneath the
bartop.

“Sure. I give you my word,
Cuchillo Oro. Hey, I’d surely like to take you inside and show some
of them good old boys that you really do exist. Knife and hand and
all and bigger’n anythin’ I ever did see. Hell!”

“The drink,” said the big
Indian, his voice showing a sharp point of tension. That Bennett
recognized and reacted cautiously to. He handed over the liquor and
received the money.

“There you go.”

“I thank you.”

Bennett watched the tall figure as it moved
away towards the faint line of scrub and mesquite. Blinking as
Cuchillo totally and suddenly disappeared. One moment the Apache
was there, and the next moment he’d vanished into the dark
evening.

The white man shuddered as though someone
had walked across his grave and screwed up his shoulders against
the coming night. He went back inside the saloon to get himself a
large drink and sit back and enjoy telling his customers about the
strange encounter.

Cuchillo had gone out into the wild country
beyond the furthest fence.

 


He’d sat alone and steadily drunk his way
through the bottle, tipping it up and squinting through the coarse
glass at the soaring moon. Smiling to himself and humming a gentle
song. Thinking back over the years, to the many enemies and few
friends. Lovick, the red-headed soldier, had shown himself a good
man. Someone that Cuchillo felt he could trust.

“Joseph Hedges,” muttered
Cuchillo.

The little teacher, stocky and broad, had
been the first white man the young Indian boy had known. A man who
had braved the anger of his fellow whites and insisted on offering
the chance to read and write to any child, regardless of race or
creed or color.

He had taught Cuchillo Oro more
than just his letters and his numbers. Hedges had been a realist
and had tried to teach the Apache the true values of life. There
had been a time when an Eastern dandy had walked through the
ranchería
back at Fort
Davidson. Cuchillo had admired the man’s peacock finery.

“Guess those clothes could have
cost best part of three hundred dollars in some fancy store,
Cuchillo,’’ Hedges had said. “And a drunk with a two-dollar knife
could take it all away from him.’’

It was that kind of simple
moral lesson that stayed with the Apache, though he hadn’t seen the plucky
little Hedges for some years now.

The memories had flooded on back, of the
killings and the running. It had been hard, with little time for a
man to stop and rest up and little hope of the peace and security
of a loving woman’s arms.

There’d been sex, here and there, but that
had been different. It was mostly short and brutish, taken without
affection and with a pressing need to couple. He’d rammed his loins
against some cheap whore who’d pant and pretend a passion she
didn’t feel and refuse to kiss a man on the lips.

In the end the drink had swamped his
conscious mind and he’d fallen asleep on his narrow ledge, high
above the trail that snaked westwards among a maze of arroyos out
of Montclair. In his sleep Cuchillo’s unwounded left hand clenched,
white-knuckled, around the hilt of the great golden knife, and his
lips peeled back off his strong, even teeth, like the snarl of a
trapped wolf.

 


Through the next morning he’d felt too bad
to do anything but lie still in the shade, eyes shut, hoping that
the spirits would either take him to a peaceful death or do
something to check the pain in his skull. Several times he swore,
as he always did when hungover, that he would never, ever drink
again.

“It’s a good day to die,” he
moaned again.

But just then he heard the sound of a
wagon.

 



Chapter Two






IT WAS A buckboard, driven along at a fine
lick by a woman. It was way too far off for even Cuchillo’s keen
eyes to make out what she was like. She looked an average kind of a
woman, wearing a long dress of plain material and a poke bonnet
tucked low over her face to protect it from the fierce heat of the
sun. Strands of brown hair escaped around the bonnet, blowing loose
in the wind. The horse was a bay gelding, racing along, head tugged
back. The Indian noticed that there was froth around its mouth and
dappling its flanks, and he wondered whether the woman knew how
close to the edge she was pushing the animal.

It didn’t matter to him and wasn’t any of
his concern.

Hedges had once tried to get him to think
about the parable of the Good Samaritan, but the young Apache
hadn’t been much impressed with the tale. His main query had been
why the robbers hadn’t killed the man instead of leaving him alive.
His aim in life had been, generally, to get through it with as
little interference with anyone else as was possible.

The buckboard far below him kicked and
danced as the woman took a corner too sharply, dragging the rig
around so that it kicked up on its two outside wheels, dust blazing
behind it.

He crawled painfully to the brink of the
drop, staring down into the canyon, shaking his head and sighing as
the pains from the whiskey continued to claw at his returning
consciousness. The sun was hot against his head and he raised his
crippled hand and rubbed at his eyes, coughing and spitting in the
red dirt. It was while he was blinking the sleep from his eyes that
it happened. He didn’t know what “it” was, but he saw the results
clearly enough.

Something must have spooked the horse, or
maybe it had stumbled from being pushed on so hard. Either way the
end was the same. It had fallen, on a sharp turn, sending the rig
toppling sideways, a wheel splintering in a great crack of torn
wood. The light wagon rolled clean over, the woman going flying
from the sprung seat, the reins still wrapped around her wrist, the
whip arching up from her hand into the still air.

There was a narrow riverbed, dryer than a
convent’s alehouse, at the edge of the trail, and the shattered
remains of the buckboard plunged into it, rolling once more, a veil
of scattered dirt closing the last scenes off from Cuchillo’s
eyes.

The noise went on for a surprisingly long
time. Screeching of torn metal and fractured wood, and the rumble
of boulders moving. A high, thin screaming that many men would have
thought was the woman. Cuchillo Oro knew better. He knew it was the
horse, with either a broken leg or a snapped spine. He could hear
its hooves scrabbling desperately and guessed it must be a broken
leg.

The cloud of dust sailed skywards, covering
the deep blue, the light wind gradually carrying it away, so that
the lone watcher could make out what had happened.

The remains of the rig were smashed and
twisted, lying half on top of the horse. It was the back legs that
were broken, and the horse was desperately trying to kick itself
free with its front legs, head stretched up, teeth white, blood
bright on its neck.

“The woman?” said the Indian, to
himself, standing so that he could see better.

There she was. Lying like
something an angry child had tossed down in a fit of pettish
temper. She was on the farther side of the buckboard, head down,
the poke bonnet torn from her by the impact, her hair tumbling down
in the dirt. Her dress had ridden up clear over her thighs, showing
a flurry of white underpinnings that set Cuchillo’s
mind wandering for
a fraction of a second along a dangerous path.

There was blood on her, trickling crimson
from her nose and mouth, and from somewhere else, flowing flat
along her thigh. She didn’t move.

“Yes,” he muttered. “It is a
good day to die, white sister.”

If it hadn’t been for the injuries to the
horse, the lone Apache might not have bothered to leave his eyrie
and go down to the scene of the accident a quarter mile below.

But Cuchillo’s head still pained him as
though someone was thrusting heated daggers in behind his eyes. The
squealing of the horse made him feel worse, bringing on a retching
sickness that brought him to his knees, doubled up and fighting for
breath. The wounded animal screamed on and on.

Shaking his head with great reluctance the
Apache started to climb slowly down the face of the cliff, using a
narrow, almost invisible trail that had been made by a cougar.
Eventually he reached the level ground and set off towards the
wreckage of the wagon.

It was around fifteen minutes after the rig
turned over that Cuchillo reached it. He went straight to the horse
and kneeled in the dirt at its side. He saw the whiteness of bone
through the torn flesh of the legs and the hopeless despair in the
wretched animal’s eyes.
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