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    While many of the events in these stories are based on the historical record, they are works of fiction, not biography or history. The thoughts, words, and motivations of the historical figures in this book are as much a product of the author's imagination as are the thoughts, words, and motivations of the fictional ones

"Smith" and "Well-Cultivated" originally appeared in Story Teller Anthology Magazine. "Decisions" was originally published at Rope&Wire.com. Some of the other stories in this book were previously published in Moreno Valley Sketches and Moreno Valley Sketches II, although they may have been subsequently revised for this collection.



    


NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license use of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

A Note About Spanish Terms

Most of the stories in this collection are set in northern New Mexico and reflect as much as possible the local dialect at that time. Even today, Northern New Mexico Spanish is a unique combination of late 1500s Spanish, indigenous words from the First Peoples of the region and of Mexico, and terms that filtered in with the French and American trappers and traders. I’ve tried to represent the resulting mixture as faithfully as possible. My primary source of information was Rubén Cobos’ excellent work, A Dictionary of New Mexico and Southern Colorado Spanish (University of New Mexico Press, 2003). Any errors in spelling, usage, or translation are solely my responsibility. 
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Spanish Encounter
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Even in the cooler mountain air, the battered metal helmet and breastplate produced so much heat that the sweat poured off his skin, but seventeen-year-old Elizio de Vaca rode proudly in the center of Don Juan de Ulibarri’s two score mounted force, a hundred or more Native allies behind them. The small band of Picuris Pueblans who had fled to the eastern plains would be taught a lesson they wouldn’t forget. 

Ulibarri and his Spaniards had ridden north from La Villa Real de la Santa Fe to the village of Don Fernando de Taos, collecting allies along the way, then turned east to climb a long narrow valley, then a steep mountain slope. Elizio had expected more mountains, but instead they descended into a valley far longer than its width, the Spanish line strung out across its long green meadows. What a wondrous place it was, Elizio thought, as he turned to look both north and south: surrounded by rich timber, small sparkling streams meandering through its long grasses. On a ridge to his left, elk raised their heads to examine the men in the strange metal garments, then returned to their grazing.

At the head of the column, Ulibarri reined in. The column eased toward him. “We will camp here this night!” he called to his men. He looked around uneasily. “We are not the first who have stopped here!” he said sharply. “We will post watches!”

~ ~ ~ ~
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Elizio was assigned the third watch, that time in the night when the darkness begins to lighten to dawn.

The sun came differently to this mountain valley than it did on the plains, he noted. Its light cast a glow onto the western peaks even while the eastern slopes still lay in shadow. If you didn’t know better, you would think the sun was rising in the west. He shook his head and blinked his eyes, allowing them to adjust.

A mist had risen from the streams meandering along the valley floor, creating mysterious shapes and shrouding the long grasses. Elizio squinted. A figure rose from the mist and came toward him. An Apache warrior. Hands shaking, Elizio lifted his spear. Another figure emerged, then another. Elizio opened his mouth to call for help, but the first man’s hands were empty, palms up to show he had no weapons. The others also.

“Peace,” one of them said. “We would speak to el capitán.”

Elizio lowered his spear and thrust out a hand, palm toward the warriors. He forced his voice calm. “You wait here,” he ordered. “I will go for him.” 

~ ~ ~ ~
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El sargento mayor Don Juan de Ulibarri strode through the Spanish camp in full regalia, helmet and breastplate gleaming in the mountain sunlight. He stopped abruptly beside the fire where Elizio and his compadres were crouched. They sprang to their feet.

Ulibarri gestured impatiently for them to relax. “The Apaches wish peace,” he said. He nodded to Elizio. “You did well to come for me.” His eyes swept the other men. “He kept them from the camp until I was informed,” he said. “Even with those who seek peace, it is well to be cautious.” He nodded abruptly to Elizio and swept on.

“It is an honor,” Elizio’s friend Tomás murmured behind him.

Elizio turned. “I told them to stay because I was afraid,” he said guiltily. “I thought they might capture me if they came farther. I didn’t know they truly meant peace.”

Tomás chuckled. “You think like el sargento mayor,” he said. 

Elizio stared down the path that Ulibarri had taken toward his tent. “I was afraid,” he said again.​[i]



​
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Old Bill
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Old Bill and the two mules had been stumbling south, half-blinded by snow, for three days. When he came over the top of the rise and looked into the valley below, he passed his hand over his face. He must be hallucinating.

He looked again. Sure enough, that was a valley below. The snow was thinner there. A herd of elk had worked large patches clear. Where the snow still held, it was softening quickly. The wolves patrolling beyond the herd were breaking through the crust, snow almost to their hocks. 

He studied the layout. Elk, snow melt for water. Bound to be Injuns. He passed his hand over his face again, warming his eyes, and looked again. Sure enough, wisps of smoke rose from the base of the hills at the valley’s southern end. 

He was coming in peace with little more than the mules and what he was wearin’. They’d feed him, sure. Had probably already seen him. “C’mon, you mules,” he said.

~ ~ ~ ~
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He entered the Ute camp warily, one hand on the mules’ lead rope, his rifle in the other. A man rose and came forward. Old Bill snorted a laugh. “Three Hands!” he said. “I done found you!”

The man studied him. “You searched for me?”

“Well, not exactly. But I sure am glad to find you.”

Three Hands nodded. “You are cold.”

“Warmer now than I was,” Old Bill said. “This is quite a little valley you have here.”

“Not so little.” Three Hands gestured to the south. “More below.”

“Sure am glad I stumbled in,” Old Bill said. “I was nigh to freezin’ comin’ over Bobcat Pass.”

The other man looked at the mules. “You trap?”

“I was, but the beavers are iced in nasty hard this winter. Can’t get at ’em.”

“The signs say the cold will continue.”

“That how come you’re here?”

Three Hands smiled noncommittally. 

~ ~ ~ ~
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At dusk, Old Bill wrapped himself in a buffalo robe and lay quiet against the wall of the Ute lodge. This weren’t no hunting party, if he savvied correct. They were laying in wait for somethin’ and it weren’t other Injuns, to his thinking. He wasn’t exactly a captive, but Three Hands had made it clear he should stay in camp. 

He’d been wandering these parts long enough to have picked up a smattering of Ute lingo. What he’d overheard made him think there were Mexican soldiers headed this way. From Taos, maybe, though it was a hellaciously fool time of year to be coming from that direction. 

He studied his situation. He didn’t blame the Utes for their plans. It was their country, after all. Theirs and the Taos Injuns. But he didn’t want to be caught in the middle of it neither. He eased out of the robe. 

~ ~ ~ ~
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Well, he’d got himself away from the Ute war party, but with only his rifle, one beaver trap, and the clothes on his back. As he headed west into the foothills, Old Bill considered his situation. He was moving into the snow, not away from it, and the cold was devilish fierce. The wind howled into his face, bringing dampness with it. No one but a fool would head into this storm, toward the western peaks, instead of down slope. He hoped the Utes would think so, anyways.

He gripped his rifle, resettled the trap looped over his shoulder, and lowered his head, battered hat tilted against the wind. And he’d thought he’d been cold before he entered that valley. He began to climb steadily, careful to conserve his energy, his long legs eating the mountainside.

When he finally stopped to rest, he could see nothing below but blowing whiteness. 

~ ~ ~ ~
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“Señor, you are still unwell.” The young man assisted the older one back to the fireside chair.

“Don’t know what I would of done if you hadn’t found me.”

The younger man shrugged. “Any good Christian would have done the same.”

“Ain’t many good Christians in this world, then. You feedin’ me and all.”

A young woman materialized behind them and spoke to the young man in Spanish. He smiled. “She says you do not eat enough to maintain a grasshopper.”

“Soon as I get my strength back, I’ll be out of your hair.”

“Where will you go, if I may ask?”

“Back to the valley.”

“The valley you spoke of?”

“Aye. It’s a righteous beauty and worth the trouble, I’m thinkin’. There’s beaver somewheres there about or I’m a bobcat.” 

The younger man stared at him quizzically. 

“You’re thinking I’m still out of my head.”

“Oh no, señor.”

Old Bill laughed. “Oh yes, señor!” he chuckled.

~ ~ ~ ~
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He had found it. 

Old Bill stood on the rocky mountain ridge, hat in hand, and peered into the long green valley below. This was the larger section Three Hands had spoken of, sure as shootin’. Meandering streams glinted in the autumn light and the clouds overhead betokened more rain. 

Old Bill laughed aloud, replaced his hat, and scrambled down from the rocks. His credit-bought beaver traps rattled slightly as the new mule followed him gingerly down the mountainside. There’d be beaver here, he could feel it in his bones. If not in the valley itself, then surely in the streams flowing from it into the mountains to the east. 

“C’mon mule,” he said. “We’re gonna recuperate my losses and make us our fortune. All we gotta do is stay out of the way of the Injuns and the Mexicans chasing ’em.” He chuckled. “Not to mention catamount and bear.”​[ii]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


That Damn Mule
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The new mule has already objected to the steep switchback trail of dirt and fist-size rock. This next section is really going to flatten her ears. Old Pete looks back at her, then leans forward and studies the path ahead as he absently pats the more experienced Hepzibah’s gray shoulder. 

A narrow rain-slicked shelf of fragment-covered black shale juts out of the mountainside over a precipitous drop and a tree-obscured ravine below. Old Pete grunts and glances to his right. A wall of granite and shale frowns back at him. He grimaces. The trail is narrow here and the section behind long and twisted. He has no choice but to move forward.

He slips off Hepzibah, works his way back to Sandy, and strokes her light brown neck consolingly. “We’re almost out o’ this,” he says. “Just hang on a mite longer and then we’ll be back on real dirt.”

Well, not entirely dirt. But at least it won’t be slick wet shale. Sandy jerks her muzzle at him and Pete chuckles. “Just a mite longer,” he says again, as much to himself as the mule. He circles her, checking her pack load of supplies and beaver plews, then tightens the knot on her halter rope and maneuvers back to Hepzibah, playing out the rope as he goes. 

He stands between the gray mule and the wall of rock and studies the ledge of shale. It’s as wet now as it was ten minutes ago. Better not try riding across. Even Hepzibah’s likely to object to crossing this with a man on her back. Old Pete shrugs and begins looping the end of Sandy’s lead rope around the older mule’s saddle horn. It’s not an ideal arrangement, but he can’t very well lead both animals at the same time. Hepzibah turns her head and nods at him. 

Pete chuckles. “You just know what I’m thinkin’, don’t you?” he asks. 

The mule twitches her gray ears, nickers, then turns her head to peer at the ledge. She snorts disparagingly. 

“I know, I know,” Old Pete says. “Don’t you go naggin’ me, too. That Sandy’s bad enough.”

He studies the looped rope, then thinks better of it and ties it properly with a bowlin​[iii] knot, just in case he needs to release it in a hurry. Then he touches the knife at his waist, confirming it’s there, and makes sure his rifle is well seated in the scabbard lashed to Hepzibah’s saddle. 

He lifts the bridle reins over her head and holds them loosely as he steps out onto the ledge. The mule pulls back slightly, as if questioning his judgment, but when Pete clicks his tongue at her, she twitches her ears and steps gingerly onto the rock. 

“Good girl,” Old Pete says. “At least one of you’s got some sense.” 

They’re a quarter of the way across when Sandy’s hooves click onto the wet shale. She balks and Hepzibah jerks to a stop. The bridle reins slide across Pete’s palm and he tightens his grip on them and half turns, painfully aware of the slick rock underfoot. 

Sandy yanks backward and Hepzibah’s metal shoes scrape the shelf as she braces against the younger mule’s panic. Small pieces of shale skitter toward the drop.

“Take it easy now,” Old Pete says soothingly. He steps back, positioning himself between the granite wall and the mule, and tugs on the reins, trying to angle her straight again. But Sandy’s lead rope is pulling hard on Hepzibah’s saddle horn, and the gray’s head twists toward the drop.

Hepzibah’s chest strains toward Old Pete and Sandy brays furiously. Her shoes ring against the rock as she tries to scramble to the perceived safety of the dirt track behind her. 

“God damn it to hell!” Old Pete growls. He forces his voice calm. “Just take it easy now.” 

Neither mule responds. He stretches a soothing hand toward Hepzibah’s neck. Her ears flick toward him, then toward the ravine. The rope is stretched tight. Sandy takes another step back, and Hepzibah’s chest and front hooves are forced closer to the edge. 

There’s no help for it. He’ll have to free the pack mule and hope for the best. Pete reaches to release the bowlin knot. 

But just as his fingers touch rope, the younger mule yanks on it again, and twists Hepzibah further toward the ravine. The knot slides out of Old Pete’s grasp. 

Hepzibah’s shoes grate on the shale as she tries both to gain purchase on the rock and to reduce the rope’s pressure. Her eyes are wild now, her breath huffing in fear. 

Pete lunges, trying again for the knot, and grabs at Hepzibah’s saddle with both hands. His feet slip on the wet shale, pulling him off balance, and he lurches into the mule’s shoulder, pushing her sideways. 

Hepzibah’s front hooves scrape frantically and her shoes leave long pale grooves in the black rock as she and Old Pete slide toward the brink. Then man and mule are tumbling together, she braying in terror, he fighting to throw himself out of her way. Above them, Sandy hauls back on the rope, then screams in fury as she too is yanked over the side of the cliff. 

Rock. Trees. Dirt. Mule. Pete forces his elbows to his sides and twists, trying to stay out of the way of his animals and their metal-clad hooves. Their legs flail wildly as they tumble. A tree branch whips across Pete’s face as he arches around its trunk. 

Finally, a sprawling half-dead juniper breaks his fall. Pete gasps, trying to get his breath. He wipes at the blood on his face, then grapples with the tree’s broken branches and struggles into a sitting position. The old wood is thick with wet dust and reeks with the urine stench of the tree’s crushed gray-green needles. Pete grabs a spiky branch, pulls himself awkwardly to his feet, and stares in horror at the far side of the ancient tree.

Hepzibah has landed chest first, impaling herself on one of the juniper’s multiple trunks. Her eyes glaze as Pete watches. Gray mule, dead wood, and living branches are splattered with blood. Pete looks down at his hands and realizes that at least some of the red stickiness he’s wiped from his face is the mule’s, not his own.

He touches his waist, reflexively confirming that he still has his knife, as his eyes move from the mule’s gory chest to the saddle on her back. Sandy’s lead rope is still attached to it. In fact, the knot on the saddle horn has tightened. The rope stretches like a freshly-strung bowstring across the bloody juniper and past Old Pete to the top of a craggy piece of sandstone on his right. From there, it cuts a narrow furrow across a rock-studded ridge of dirt that juts down the slope. 

Pete can’t see Sandy, but he can hear a wheezing sound from the opposite side of the ridge. He struggles out of the juniper’s clutches and pitches himself toward the noise. His feet slip on wet rock and debris and send pieces tumbling into the ravine below. He reaches to steady himself on the rope, then thinks better of it.

When he peers over the stony ridge, he’s glad he’s kept his hands to himself. The mule lies on her side, feet toward the ravine, head pointing away from him. He can just see the rope, which is looped three times around her head and neck, clamping her muzzle shut and wedging up against her windpipe. The battered pack of furs and supplies is still on her back. She wheezes anxiously and her belly shivers, making the pack tremble.

Pete shakes his head. It’s a wonder she can breathe at all. He clambers over the ridge, then works up the slope to come in above her, out of reach of her hooves. Sandy’s ears flick when she realizes he’s there, but she’s already discovered the futility of trying to move her head. She snorts and rolls her eyes at him instead. 

“There now,” Old Pete says. “You did good. You just lay quiet there and I’ll deal with that rope. Yessir, you did good.” He kneels on the damp slope above her head and strokes her tan muzzle with his left hand as he pulls out his knife with his right. “Now you just lay still, and I’ll cut this old rope and you can ease on up nice and slow,” he says soothingly. “Real nice and slow now, you hear?”
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