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“Ἄνδρα μοι ἔννεπε, Μοῦσα, πολύτροπον, ὅς μάλα πολλὰ πλάγχθη" ​[1] 

Homer

“The past is a foreign country; they do things

differently there” 

L. P. Hartley

During the formation of the Nation-State, countless events took place, many of them led by people who, for various reasons, were left on the margins of History. This novel is a tribute to all of them.

The characters in this work speak primarily in the English and Castilian of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but also in Ajen, Guaraní, and Mapudungun. For that reason, whenever they use these languages—and this is explicitly indicated—the passages have been rendered in neutral English as a means of distinction.

This is a work of fiction; any resemblance to actual events or persons is purely coincidental.

––––––––
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Warning:

The story that follows is an historical drama inspired by real events, as are most of its protagonists. The language employed, as well as the references to the peoples, races, and genders of the characters and the judgements expressed about them, belong to the context of the period depicted and must be understood strictly within the historical framework of the events described. They in no way reflect the author’s own opinions.

Some names have been changed for the sake of narrative development. In a few instances, the author has taken certain liberties and creative flights. The discerning reader is kindly asked to forgive any resulting inconsistencies in historical or temporal continuity.
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An unexpected sensation seized Adela, rousing her from the endless lethargy in which she had been immersed for years. Her vision gradually grew sharp, and suddenly she could perceive things with a clarity that had eluded her just moments before—though confusion still lingered. This sensation was not new to her, merely forgotten, something she hadn’t felt in far too many years, not since those terrible events had come to an end in that distant place... And now, to her quiet astonishment, they returned once more—those faded, long-blurred apparitions which for years had entwined themselves with the fabric of her reality—emerging with unexpected lucidity, as if restored by some hidden breath of life.

What is this? she wondered, enjoying the tingling sensation overtaking her senses. Why now? How many years have passed? Sixty? Seventy? 

What does it matter anyway...? This full and comforting sensation made her feel alive again, lifting the terrible oppression that had weighed on her chest for all those years, so many that she couldn't remember when she had begun to carry it.

It was not the frost, she remembered, her gaze distant as she delved into memory, for on my flesh I felt siroccos crawl.

Was it in that place...? Yes, in that still remote place, when, perched on the ledge, I saw him depart for the last time... My eyes sought his, she reminisced—and they briefly met, an instant etched into her retinas despite as the hues seemed to shift each time she recalled it. In that forgotten twilight, she could still discern his figure fading into a mysterious mist, so faint it gradually wove itself like threads in the wind, until all was shrouded in a dense, impenetrable white mantle.

“How strange” ..., she wondered aloud this time: she could see them right now, even extending her hands to feel those soft strands resembling cobwebs unravelling in such perfect disorder that she couldn't distinguish them from her memories.

Adela had seen her century die, and like an endless litany of years, she had observed them turn into decades of the new one. Never, in all that time, did it occur to her that she would eventually come to understand something prophesied to her seventy years earlier.

Her world had died too, or it hid itself rotting behind mouldy walls that guarded earthly possessions, or in eternal tombs crying out desperately for a merciful oblivion.

From the window of her small balcony, she had watched the city gradually encroach upon her home, while the sparse cedars in her garden aged into solemn sentinels, shielding her behind a merciful silence. Throughout all that time, the oldest and sturdiest among them had never truly taken root, and so the muddy soil—saturated by a week of ceaseless rain before the final storm of that torrid summer—had eventually caused it to topple onto the pavement.

Contrary to feeling saddened, Adela was relieved: not by the loss of her old friend, but by the gap it had left in the grove, now granting her a view of a familiar landscape; she lamented not being able to glimpse the full expanse of the river, as a line of buildings in the distance now obstructed it. Through that same gap, the sun began to enter in autumn, allowing the woman to drag her weary bones through winter and perhaps await the splendour of spring.

Lately, she had felt a little lost amidst so much "modernity," but not that day. She felt restless, anxious, and comfortably lucid.

What strange destiny condemned me to this life? she asked, as the dim sunlight of that evening illuminated her hands. At the same time, she retrieved from among her clothes a faded reliquary and from it, a worn-out photo.

I lived my youth to the fullest. I unleashed passions, received praises, accolades, and gazes brimming with desire. I was filled with life’s greatest pleasures, the loyalty of my peers, and the mercy of my enemies; but I also suffered unspeakable hardships and betrayals, which I thought forgotten in time, yet still seem to haunt me after so many years. I dreamed of a marvellous and unrestrained world, one that traversed the endless Pampas to that insatiable horizon—the very one that brings even the boldest dreams to an end. But all of that remained in the past, a past now so present and elusive that it seems like someone else’s. Why did I live so long and not die young, like Achilles or Hector? Why, like Andromeda, did I chain myself to this sadness that kept me prisoner for so long, leaving me with no more reasons to live than calm days amidst serene sunsets...? Now, after all these years of waiting for you, Death, when I am prepared to face you... I cannot help but fear you.

She gazed at the photo in her wrinkled hands for the last time before speaking aloud:

How could so much time have passed...? When you were always by my side.

As the sun finished setting on her final evening, she consoled herself with a faint smile crossing her lips as she clutched the only thing that reminded her of that fleeting time. Yet revealed how eternal her life had been since that afternoon.

So much time, my love... her mouth softly uttered amidst the creaks of her rocking chair—rocking it one final time—until it came to a slow and silent halt.

The old manor house, resisting until that night, was consumed by the shadows of time that finally caught up with it, dragging along the end of an era. The fog embraced it so tightly that it seeped into every corner, submerging it in the throes of profound solemnity.

§

Lucila entered the room without knocking. She was the only person permitted to do so. Though still head maid, she had taken under her wing all the tasks left vacant in the mansion, and had, in effect, become Adela’s personal assistant. She inquired if anything was needed before leaving but received no response. So, she repeated the question in a firmer tone, clearing her throat—yet still no answer. Approaching cautiously, trying to make as little noise as possible, she assumed Adela was merely asleep. It was not until she took her hand that she was startled. Adela felt so cold and lifeless that Lucila first recoiled in fear and disbelief before beginning to scream for help. Anselmo hurried up the stairs as quickly as his seventy-one years allowed; when he found Lucila, her sadness was unmistakable—perhaps her indigenous features only accentuated it further. The household staff was fewer than in years past, but within minutes, everyone was gathered in the room. Nearby, the news spread through the night: Doña Adela had died, and with her, the last witness to a saga that was beginning to turn into legend.

Already at dusk, the old manor house seemed abandoned. Old Anselmo, who had long been in charge of keeping the weeds at bay, had lately found himself unable to do so. The ancient vine that cloaked its façade had long since won the battle, its gnarled trunk striving to embrace the house a little more with each passing summer.

Since childhood, the old gardener had heard almost legendary tales echoing through the halls—stories of forgotten ghosts and events from distant times and places; but among all the figures of the past, one stood out above the rest. Strangely, they referred to him only by his rank, never by his name: The Colonel. For this occasion, he had polished his cavalry sabre countless times, the very weapon he had wielded in the War of Paraguay, in anticipation of this moment. Anselmo only realised the truth of these stories when he set his campaign uniform out in the sun to prevent it from further decay by dampness and moths; the stains of dirt, blood, sweat, and earth remained stubbornly ingrained. His father, a Yunokenk Indian, had brought some of these relics from Patagonia for his mistress many years before Anselmo was born.

§

Adela was all that remained of her family: the last of her lineage. With the onset of the new century, her close circle had gradually dwindled until it finally disappeared; only a small retinue of servants remained with her, though even their numbers had been steadily decreasing in recent times. Besides them were Alicia Echagüe and Enrique de Monteverde, the only young people who occasionally visited her; and although their connection was tenuous—both being descendants of her last husband—it nevertheless existed. Enrique served as her personal physician, and Alicia as the executor of her fortune—complex relationships, if there ever were any. Initially, they had undertaken these duties for purely professional reasons, and although Adela was a woman of strong character and sometimes difficult to deal with, over the years a relationship founded on sincere affection had blossomed between them.

Alicia's kinship ties were almost as distant as Enrique's, both tracing back to Adela’s lineage; she had known her parents and grandparents as one would in biblical genealogies, tracing back even further in time. Enrique chose medicine over the family's naval tradition, a decision that brought him more than one headache, as well as considerable difficulties and financial strain. Alicia, as a lawyer, practiced her profession with relative success—something unthinkable for a woman in Adela’s youth and generally challenging for anyone at that time.

She was the first to arrive; she was quite accommodating with the two elderly persons, both of whom appeared the most affected and she never attempted to take charge of the situation. Thus, the three remained in silence within that bedroom, so solemn that it seemed barely able to contain the gravity of the moment.

Enrique arrived shortly after to complete the final legal formalities before proceeding with the funeral arrangements. It was not a pleasant occasion, but he was somewhat pleased to find Alicia there, as their visits rarely coincided, and—no matter how much time passed—her presence never failed to unsettle him. She strove to maintain a stern façade, concealing her emotions, but the traces of sorrow were unmistakable on her face, subtly altering her expression.

Enrique apologized for the delay as he kissed her cheek and clasped her hands firmly. After a brief, formal exchange about what had happened, she gestured with her eyes toward Lucila and Anselmo, indicating he should check on them—surely the ones most affected by their mistress’s absence.

Although he had been to the mansion many times, Enrique felt a strange sensation. He had never entered that bedroom before; in fact, he didn't remember ever going upstairs. Everything was so ancient... The lamps alternated between candles, oil, or gas, as did the chandelier hanging from the ceiling; and not only that: the modifications for electric light were so old that they deserved a place in a museum.

He had never imagined that something as natural as death could affect him, having encountered it so many times before. Yet the woman, always so imposing, possessed a singular dignity—a kind of inherent authority—that she seemed to retain even now, lifeless in her rocking chair. The presence of Anselmo and Lucila lent the moment a particular gravity: the humble, somehow, always appear to mourn more deeply. In an effort to ease the tension that weighed on the room, Enrique decided it was time to move Adela’s remains to the bed and prepare everything for the funeral home to take over. 

The situation overwhelmed him, so after moving the lifeless body, he respectfully went out to the hall to smoke.

The house must have been magnificent in its time, he mused, as he lit a cigarette with an old Zippo lighter, which bore the Navy emblem engraved on one of its sides. The house was a bit neglected, and the neighbourhood surrounding it was not the best, but not the worst either; a small fortune could be made from the property.

What a wretched person I am, he said to himself, with a sardonic smile, as he surveyed the layout of the upper floor. The poor woman has just died, and I'm already doing calculations.

At that moment, he noticed that the room he had just left was not the main one, not by any means. It was quite secondary, perhaps it had once been a servant's room. Obviously, the main bedroom was the one at the front of the staircase, and that's where he headed, amidst the gloom that enveloped everything. His footsteps echoed in the hallway, adding to the lugubrious feeling of the context, and when he tried to open the door, a ghostly hand emerged from the depths of the darkness and grabbed him firmly by the wrist.

"You cannot enter there," Lucila admonished him, courteously but firmly.

Enrique tried to be understanding: it was clear that everything would soon change; and this was hardly the right moment for strained relations, not at such a solemn time as death.

"Don’t worry, Lucila, I was just having a look around the house... You know, I’ve never ventured beyond the study. I’m not familiar with the rest of it at all."

"I don't think it matters anymore, Lucila," the cavernous voice of Anselmo was heard from the other end of the corridor, "tomorrow someone will come in and take everything away, throw it away or burn it, and we won't be here anymore to protect anything."

Every word of Anselmo seemed to strike deep into Lucila's wounded heart, with the forcefulness that only truth has. In that moment, her gaze seemed to shatter before the inevitable; then, the woman lowered her eyes and reached into the huge pocket of her apron. From there, she extracted, as if it were an exquisite jewel, a key so old, so corroded by rust, that Enrique thought it would break when inserted into the old lock.

"Anyway, you wouldn’t have been able to get in," she remarked, easing the tension as he opened the door. Lucila slipped into the darkness and, with a match, began lighting the lamps one by one. The room, already proving to be enormous, slowly emerged from the gloom. Yet as the once-mournful space grew brighter, it revealed itself to be cheerful and welcoming. Though the furniture was old, it was in excellent condition, and not a speck of dust could be seen. Against one wall stood a rather large double bed that looked as if someone might climb into it at any moment; opposite it, an exquisite Tudor desk with a few books laid neatly upon it. By the door stood an umbrella stand, and the entire room was filled with flowers, giving it a distinctive fragrance.

"This is Doña Adela's room, although she hadn't used it for years," explained Lucila very solemnly, "only she came in here and nothing was ever moved. In recent times, I used to come in with her to help clean, as she could hardly move with her arthritis."

Alicia opened one of the old wardrobes before Lucila's horrified gaze, which seemed to be witnessing a desecration. She tried to do something, but Anselmo with a stern gesture stopped her, leaving her helpless.

Inside, there were a large number of dresses that hadn't completely lost their colour, as well as all kinds of essential items in a wardrobe from the 1880s.

Alicia took one of the dresses and unfolded it almost religiously in her hands; the chiffon and natural silk could still be felt between her fingers.

"Don't do that, Mrs. Alicia," pleaded Lucila.

"My apologies, I hadn't realized, it's just so beautiful... She must have been a very beautiful and elegant woman when she was young."

"In that wardrobe are the uniforms of the master and some other clothes," Anselmo interrupted this time, under Lucila's accusing gaze.

"Well, I think that's enough, we can do this another day when things are calmer," excused Enrique, as he headed for the door of the room. It was then that he came face to face with the painting behind the door, which startled him.

"It's the Colonel, Señor Enrique," Anselmo informed him, noticing his surprise.

"I thought there was nothing left of him, but it seems there's more than I imagine."

He looked for the Indian features that had once embarrassed the family, but did not find them. Perhaps the artist had overlooked them. In the time when the portrait was painted, a Native American was the epitome of barbarism, savagery, and everything one ought not to be, a situation that had not changed much in the subsequent years. Instead, in the painting, one could see a European man with a solemn yet gentle expression. Incredibly, the painter had managed to give him an impression of trust, or perhaps Enrique saw it because he recognized a distant yet familiar face. His pose was gallant, but not overpowering; one could glimpse the human in his gaze. Discreetly, he approached the canvas to corroborate the signature, where it could be clearly read "C. López."​[2]

Enrique then turned to where Alicia was, who remained expectant, making a gesture with her hands that confirmed suspicions about the authorship of the painting. Meanwhile, Lucila had been turning off one by one the lights in the room, preparing it to return to the pristine state in which she, almost obsessively, had cared for all her patroness's belongings for many years. Only one light remained on: the one above the Tudor desk.

"Leave it, I'll turn it off," Enrique stepped forward, heading there to do it, but something stopped him.

On the desk lay an old folder: the leather covering it was worn, although it was the most modern thing in that room. He couldn't resist the temptation to open it, it was like a calling, and as he lifted the lid, he felt a flood of history rush over him. Inside, there were all kinds of writings, documents, and even photographs that must have been over eighty years old, along with a notebook, which must have been very old due to its artisanal craftsmanship. Enrique took the folder carefully, fearing that the pages would disintegrate between his fingers, and began to read its contents with great curiosity. The first thing that caught his attention was the rusty ink, which, when aged on paper, resembled dried blood. But it was the dates that surprised him the most: they were as ancient as 1857 or 1878, and although the document was not very extensive, everything ended abruptly in 1885.

Enrique opened the notebook at a random page. It was a diary, recounting something that had taken place in a remote region, deep within the national territories that still belonged to the province of Buenos Aires at the time. Taken out of context, it was difficult to follow, but from what little he could read, it spoke of someone terrified—running through fields that tore at their clothes, lacerated the skin on their hands, and scratched their face. The person, a young woman, kept repeating that she couldn’t stop looking back, searching for the relentless pursuer who galloped steadily and unerringly behind her. He felt uneasy reading something so alien and intimate, he thought, especially under those circumstances—as though a spectre were leaning over his shoulder, silently rebuking him. Then, with a sudden, spasmodic movement, he snapped the notebook shut; the sharp crack broke the strange suspension of time that had settled around him.

"Is something wrong, Enrique?" Alicia addressed him with concern, but he, with a wave of his hands, indicated that it was not.

"Are there more of these?" Enrique asked, showing the notebook.

Anselmo and Lucila looked at each other, but it was Lucila who walked to the Tudor desk and opened a drawer where the rest of the notebooks could be seen aligned in a not very precise order.

"Can I take some?" Enrique addressed Anselmo, knowing that he was more willing to part with those things than Lucila.

"Take them all, Doctor Enrique, I'd rather you have them than they end up in a box rotting away until someone takes charge, who knows when. All I ask is that you take care of them... You know? Mrs. Adela cherished them as if they were her own life."

Both men put the papers in a wicker basket that immediately overflowed, and with great care, they moved it to the bureau on the ground floor.

§

"Are you thinking what I'm thinking?" Alicia suggested as she lit a cigarette, then emitted the first puff in the sensual way she always did.

"Yes, but do you think today...? The old lady hasn't even cooled down yet."

"Just to clear my doubts."

"Which ones?"

"The same ones you have: they said the old lady was a real whore back in the day."

"They also say she shot a man with a pistol."

"Like Lara Antipova... In front of everyone..."

"Gossip claims so, but with more luck, because I think she killed him."

"Maybe she left some clue. What did you read that scared you so much? It seemed like you had encountered the Μοῖρα herself..." Alicia asked now, taking one of the notebooks and opening it at random to read the content carefully.

"Is there anything?"

"No, horseshit that I could have written in my adolescence."

Many of the volumes were in good condition, as if no one had read them since they were written, according to Alicia, a language purist, written by hand in one go, without grammar errors, and without any correction and by the references, written by a person of great culture, especially for the standards of the time attributed to women: a corner in society more than disdainful. Three of the volumes were worn and battered, as if read a hundred times; one of them was the one Enrique had taken in Adela's room.

The sound of the ancient door knocker interrupted the scrutiny.

"It must be the undertakers," said Enrique, "they're always quick."

"They smelled money," Alicia commented acidly.

§

It was strange, but rigor mortis hadn't affected the expression on her face, one could even suspect that it was still around somewhere. Adela Furlong, for many years now, seemed to be taking as many secrets to the grave as she had lived years, although perhaps it wouldn't be so. In a couple of days, her procession would be ready and would go unnoticed by the city where she had lived for so long and which had been so alien to her. The chapel where prayers would be said for her soul would be a beautiful place a few kilometres from the mansion, the priest would give a simple homily, and that would be all. The place destined for her final rest would not be a humble grave in a nearby cemetery, but a huge mausoleum in La Recoleta, where her family had awaited her for almost a hundred years.

Adela's lineage would not extend over time, there had always been talk of a son who had died in Europe during the Great War, but that was not true; although from that moment on, she had definitively cloistered herself in her old mansion, from which she rarely emerged over the following four decades.

She had an enviable personal fortune: apart from everything she had sold and donated in her life, together with what the tax authorities and the horrible governments of this country had taken, it could be said that they had barely made a dent in it, since she had maintained the privilege of remaining undivided for almost a hundred years.

There were only works of art, paintings, and jewellery in the mansion valuable enough to be a good legacy. In the original plans of the property, it could be seen that the land of the house had been immense, and that it had been ceded or sold for very little money to a huge number of families, who, in the last decades, had been forming the humble neighbourhood that surrounded it. However, towards the rear boundaries, there was a fairly large strip of land, large enough to accommodate another neighbourhood.

There were estates in Buenos Aires, Santa Fe, and Córdoba, but also in the national territories, as well as houses throughout the country in the most exclusive places in each of the cities where they were located.

§

After signing the death certificate and leaving Alicia with the last pending matters of Adela in this world, Enrique returned to the study, as he was still intrigued by the diary and the folder. But when he arrived, he searched everywhere for it but couldn't find it; only one place was missing, and it was where he had taken it from. He called Lucila to open the door of the main room for him, she reluctantly agreed, but she did not do it with as much emphasis as at the beginning. She accompanied him to the door, and once he had turned on the light, she left. However, Enrique did not stay there; he returned to the bureau where there was electric light. He took the folder and one of the diaries and sat on a quite comfortable armchair, which was next to a large standing lamp. In the folder, there were documents of all kinds: official papers, photographs, stories, a handwritten letter that seemed worn by the hand that carried it, the label of a box of Remington bullets, but nothing, absolutely nothing that could lead to a thread that connected all that.

The first item was a description, made by a lawyer and a guide in May 1898, of a place far away, deep in the Pampas, so far to the west that the foothills of the Andes could be seen in the background.

There's like a straw ranch. the writing went, and the remains of a palisade. Everything has been in ruins for a long time. The locals say it's been abandoned for about twenty years, and there were supposedly about a hundred and fifty men stationed there, the area was still under the jurisdiction of Buenos Aires.

Another very solemn document confirmed that Captain Álvaro Cruz de León had been appointed in charge of the Runcho Tajo Canton with the signature of Juan Manuel de Rosas, in his position as Military Commander of the Argentine Confederation. In another more succinct document, with Rosas's signature, it ordered that the infamous traitor Álvaro Cruz be killed wherever he is found.

A real character, this Álvaro Cruz de León, Enrique said to himself. He had heard little about him in his family, although he knew of his exploits because it was a surname closely linked to Adela's family.

He separated both documents because they bore Rosas's signature, which still looked as imposing and terrifying even after so many years; it was also possible that they might have some economic value.

Next, with the signature of an unknown bureaucrat from Paraná, the Argentine Confederation sent Major Álvaro Cruz de León once more to restore order in the region and prevent it from falling into the hands of the porteños.

Finally, a letter signed by Bartolomé Mitre—addressing him as a friend—congratulated him for having re-established order in the interior.

A very peculiar man, this ancestor, he thought. He changed sides over the course of forty years.

As a history buff, all this information had already piqued his curiosity, so he began to devour the documents, searching for an elusive common thread linking these ancestors—about whom he had heard very little throughout his life, as they had been shamefully excluded from the family lineage.

Adela's diary had caught his attention at first, what he had at first glance had disturbed him greatly, but what could he get from them that would help him unravel the plot?

When he began to read, the first pages only spoke of her, of how empty, insensitive, and foolish she had been in her youth, although little by little a story began to take shape, a tragic story that forced him to search among the photos, and there, one in particular.

It's going to be a very long night, he said to himself, as he took it. It was so old that it was losing its details. It showed the images described in the document possessing that solemnity that black and white long exposure photos have: a straw ranch, behind it the remains of a palisade, and further back, almost against the horizon, the snow-capped peaks of the Andes, barely peeking out.
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Chapter 1
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Something horrendous had happened, something that sliced through the air, rending it from the horizon, amidst people’s fear and hopelessness. It unveiled a poorly concealed truth, buried deep within that bare, tortured, and sorrowful land, foretelling something even more terrible to come later that same day. A tremendous silence confused everything previously assumed or suspected, in an interval of uncertainty on the brink of unfolding.

Knowing the secret became a curse, gnawing at the souls of those who carried it, draining them of life until they faltered, to the point where they could no longer bear their burdens.

Only the sound of footsteps pounding against the dry ground indicated that, somewhere lost on the edge of the horizon, the procession of ragged and dispossessed people was advancing towards their last remaining hope: to cross the great river, which at that time of year was a torrent, swollen by the meltwaters from the mountains. Not all of them would succeed, but those who reached the other shore would have more opportunities; there, the vastness of the Pampas offered places to hide.

Among them all, almost imperceptible within the group, there she was, dragging along her misfortunes and miseries. Her name had once been Chsanten, but for many years she had gone by Amanda—the name she had inherited from her White grandmother, long ago and far from that place. She carried with her the only thing she had left in this world—and yet, it was all she loved. She held onto that hand, tight as her desperation demanded; but that very desperation blinded her to the truth: it was her son who was leading her through that desolate landscape to safety. Her life had been a chain of misfortunes since the day she was born, and flight had become, for her, a part of what it meant to live.

The place where she was born was called Laguiñéo, which in the language of her ancestors meant 'place where many had died.' Over the years, she came to believe that hunger and cold were all she had inherited in this world. Yet from wandering between the Pampas and the sea, she grew strong—so strong that she became hardened to all forms of adversity.

The few survivors of Laguiñéo died one after another: the men from their wounds, the women from sorrow. Her mother, a frail girl, endured as much as she could until, in one of those icy winters, the spirits came and took her away. Her father soon followed, succumbing to the white man's deadly cough shortly thereafter. Alas, Chsanten never even realized that she was the only one left—the last of her tribe.

She had always longed to forget how and why she came to beg for food at the gates of a military canton, lost deep in the Pampas. So remote it was that sometimes it housed white settlers from the shores of the great freshwater sea, and at other times, soldiers from beyond the high, snow-laden mountains. There were times when the canton lay nearly deserted; those were the times when she endured her most trying hardships and injustices.

After the great battle of the Huincas​[3], five years before the events here recounted, the Whites returned; but this time, they came in greater numbers and settled in the region. What little remained to scavenge in the open Pampas was now forbidden; there was always some white man chasing them or driving them away just for cutting firewood, if he didn’t kill them where he found them. Between what the Huinca seized and what the Ranqueles pilfered—only to sell it back to the Huinca in turn—there remained little, if anything, to fill their bellies. Thus, misery was the only fare for those who couldn't even lie about their misfortunes at the canton gates.

Hunger is a poor counsellor, yet its voice drowns out all others, and its arguments are the most persuasive of all. A mestizo child stealing food was a frequent sight, and it brought little concern to the captain in charge of the canton since the soldiers of the Confederation had returned. A few lashes sufficed as a warning to others, but dozens of hungry Indians were a threat he would not abide. Captain Segura did not hide his contempt for the Boroganos and the Ranqueles, but he was far more ruthless with the Aonikenks, who had become the wretched among the wretched. Many times he was heard referring to them as ‘those filthy savages,’ while drowning his ill-defined hatred in endless jugs of cheap cane liquor.

Life in the toldería was no better, let me tell you: it was steeped in poverty and sickness, though at least there was food—not much; only the scraps the Ranqueles left behind, for being from another tribe.

But the situation would soon change, and drastically. If Segura had been a burden, his replacement would prove a scourge upon the entire region. Segura had no real relationship with the Indians; he simply had none at all. Whenever he took action in the area, it was either to protect his few personal interests or at the behest of estancieros who paid him to intervene. Most of the time he remained drunk, and when sober, he did nothing. This inaction led not only to thefts by the tame Indians who still remained in the region, but also to the Ranqueles and Huilliches roaming freely and unchecked.

The new government, installed after the great civil war among the Whites, was weak and could do little, if anything, in that territory, whose borders with the State of Buenos Aires were ill-defined—as indeed were all borders at the time. This made it unclear who the land truly belonged to, and disputes arose accordingly. The Confederation would not risk a conflict with the Indians along the frontier, for it was in no position politically to confront one; the provinces that laid claim to the region, on the other hand, were even more feeble, so that strip of land between the desert and the mountains belonged to God or to the spirits—who appeared ever absent.

Although at first the Confederation’s policy was conciliatory, one cannot reconcile from a position of weakness, and thus it invariably gave way to the demands of the frontier settlers for a firm hand against the Indian. The poorly trained officers appointed to carry out this policy among the Indian peoples often caused more harm than good.

Segura had not been posted to Runcho Tajo for any merit of his own, but as a punishment. The canton had been built as a place of exile—not for him, but for someone far more fearsome and ungovernable. It bore no resemblance to a prison, for its walls were the endless Pampas, and its bars, the ceaseless wind. In that canton, the injustices of its commander, combined with the contempt and hatred felt by the soldiers under his command, sparked rebellion throughout the region. Runcho Tajo was the final obstacle after an incomplete chain of fortines, situated between the ranches south of San Luis and Mendoza and the Indian tribes—tribes who had begun launching direct attacks due to this very situation.

There were no estancieros in the immediate area; they held lands further north. But little by little, they had begun to occupy the vacant strip of territory left unguarded since the canton had been raised more than a decade prior.

Though they flattered Segura when he managed to retrieve a few heads of cattle or horses, they were never truly satisfied with him—just as they had not been with his predecessor. All longed for the time when there had been order in the region, for the days when the golden-haired demon, as the Boroganos called him, had ruled. The estancieros soon petitioned the Ministry of War to send him back to restore order, but the response was negative: that man no longer belonged to the army of the Confederation.

Álvaro Cruz de León had commanded that canton before the great battle of Caseros. The last time he had been seen there, he was fleeing under cover of night, before the henchmen of Rosas, sent from Mendoza, could reach him. His bearing was fearsome, and yet his men followed him out of that strange fascination that such extreme men tend to inspire. It was not wise to confront him—and Rosas’s men knew it. So capricious was his reasoning, so volatile his temper, that he could never be neatly placed on either side of the political divide of the time. He had never faced the Restaurador, yet a horseman charging an artillery battery, eyes bloodshot and face unyielding, is one whose loyalties must be clearly known. Since they were not, Rosas himself had exiled him to the furthest point he could find on the map, while deciding what to do with him—and keeping a watchful eye on greater enemies.

From being a Rosas federalist, he became a unitarian when it suited him, and from being one of Urquiza's strongmen in his constant sieges of Buenos Aires, he one morning turned his horse southwards to serve Pastor Obligado. Before that, together with Owendon Jones —a well-known American filibuster and a party comrade who frequented the same prostitutes— he negotiated with Admiral John Halstead Coe​[4] the surrender of the Federal Fleet to the State of Buenos Aires. Some time later, he laid the trap in which his former comrades-in-arms fell, ordering them to be shot on the spot once they surrendered.

The government of Buenos Aires revived Cruz de León’s depleted finances, making him a wealthy man within a few years, which proved very useful to them thereafter. In 1856, he was tasked with bringing peace and order to the deep Pampas, the very lands where he had risen against Rosas only a few years prior.

When the capitanejo Nepomuceno —Ateñur's chief adversary, a man of Calfucurá and the most feared lonco those parts of the Pampas had ever known— discovered that the demon with golden hair had returned, it was already too late. Upon his return, Commander Cruz wasted neither time nor mercy; the weary and idle soldiers of the canton rallied into fierce warriors at the mere flick of his sword in the wind.

Upon learning of his presence in the area, Segura fled so frantically and with such misfortune that he fell into the hands of Nepomuceno, who, from that moment on, paraded him around the region like some kind of fetish.

It did not take long for Cruz de León to corner Nepomuceno in a place called Laguna Amarga, where he had no option but to fight. In less than half an hour, the few Ranqueles who managed to escape were the only ones not left lying in the sun. But the punishment was to be both exemplary and enduring, and this time Cruz had free rein to execute it; Rosas was no longer in Buenos Aires protecting his 'Indian brothers' and keeping everything under control. Worse still, Buenos Aires was now entirely indifferent to the fate of the region.

Among the few captives rescued at Laguna Amarga were Captain Segura and his family. Cruz de León ensured that his wife and children had a safe passage to Paraná, then the capital of the Confederation; Segura, however, was not even provided a horse, since ‘the troops needed them,’ and he was forced to leave the area on foot, his shame a heavy burden upon him.

Nepomuceno's defeat soon became common knowledge. Everyone knew what it meant, and dread swiftly seized those who understood their fate. Eventually, all the chieftains of the region assembled by the shores of Laguna Amarga, in a place called Maselló, where the demon with golden hair struck pacts with only a chosen few, including Ateñur, clearing the way for him to seize control of the region and pledge loyalty to the Government of the State of Buenos Aires. The following morning, the other chieftains, adversaries of the lonco —mostly Ranqueles and Boroganos— were speared and their bodies impaled on stakes along the shore of the lagoon as a dire warning. Ateñur was now to purge the region, and Cruz de León would ensure it was done.

§

The only calm point to ford the torrent lay just before a series of rapids which, with the river swollen, became treacherously dangerous. Crossing there would be no easy feat, and although some of the younger men might succeed, many of the women, elderly, and children were bound to be swept away.

Amanda Chsanten’s son, Juan Justo, swiftly understood the urgency. He made his way through the caravan of the forgotten, collecting ropes, cloth, strips of leather —anything that might serve to craft a rope strong enough to help those too weak to reach safety on the opposite bank.

With the few horses they had, they began the crossing, but these were too few, and soon they were exhausted, giving up the effort. When Comanquel’s horse —an Indio de Lanza​[5] and second to Nepomuceno— was swept away by the current, the crossing attempt ceased altogether. He barely saved himself.

Juan Justo had managed to fashion a fairly reliable rope for the ford, but the horsemen were already across, and none would return to fetch him. Chsanten’s blood froze in her veins as she watched her only son plunge into the torrent with one end of the rope tied around his waist. With unspeakable terror, she saw the force of the water drag both the makeshift rope and her son toward the rapids.

The boy knew it would be difficult, but he had no choice; something deep within told him this was the only way. Nearly fainting, he managed —more by chance than skill— to grab hold of a barely submerged rock. The current and the rope threatened to tear him loose; the rock had no hold, and his fingers were frozen. Time and again the water seemed to pry him off his single support. His hands slipped on the mossy surface, yet his tenacity gave him another chance each time. Then, as though possessed by some supernatural force, he managed to cling tightly —not only holding on but mounting the rock— and raised the heavy rope in his hands in triumph.

The caravan cried out in relief at the sight, their only hope rekindled.

After such a feat, Comanquel felt compelled to act. He threw his horse once more into the torrent —not out of goodwill, but because he could not bear to remain a bystander. He reached the boy in the middle of the river, lifted him onto the saddle, while the Ranqueles who had crossed drove a stake deep to anchor the rope.

The boy was safe on the far bank. Breathless, he watched as the rope grew taut. He had barely regained his strength when he flung himself once more into the water —freer to move this time. He quickly reached the other bank and, still gasping, searched for his mother to help her cross. But now, all the faces resembled hers, all bearing the same desperate expression.

At last, when he managed to distinguish her, a girl caught his attention. She stood paralyzed at the water's edge, alone, with no family. He knew hers had fallen during the march; no one would help her.

Juan Justo took her by the waist, carried her to the bank, and once she stood again, he said in her language:

‘Hold on tight, as tight as you can to my neck, and under no circumstances let go.’

The girl nodded. Juan Justo wiped the tears from her cheeks —though they could just as well have been beads of sweat. Then, with a firm grip on the rope, he leapt into the water. Where his feet could touch bottom, he made quick progress; but in the deeper parts, her weight rendered his task near-impossible. Still, he managed —barely— to reach the opposite bank.

Once again, he returned to the other side, where his fellow sufferers had already begun to cross in an orderly manner. Again, he looked for Chsanten among the faces and did not find her; he searched for her once more, but the result was the same.

Juan Justo tried by all means to prevent them from jumping into the torrent together because the rope would not withstand the weight and would break. From time to time, the terrible secret was revealed once again: the proximity of Ateñur and his horde, sweating blood and vengeance, could be felt in the air. The rumour then spread silently like a shiver along the column of fugitives, causing them to plunge into the water in a stampede, trying to grab the rope as soon as possible. In the scramble, a Tehuelche mestiza carrying a child in her arms lost her footing, hanging from the rope with only one hand. Juan Justo threw himself into the river once again, fighting the current to reach her and take her hand, first with the tips of his fingers —already numb from the icy water— then the palm, and in tiny increments, he managed to reach her wrist and finally grasp the woman's hand firmly, but he could do nothing for the child hanging from her clothes.

When the child mingled with the foam and began to run downstream, the woman's scream was so heart-rending that it could be heard above the roar of the turbulent water that had just stolen her son, cutting through the cold air like a dagger and injuring the senses of all who had just witnessed it. Amidst a futile silence that seemed to hang from the sky, and choking back a barely perceptible cry, the rapids swallowed the child like a gigantic foam monster that twisted him in its belly.

Together with an old Indian, Juan Justo managed to bring her a little closer to the rope so that she could grab hold of it. There was no time for ceremonies, so he returned to the bank to continue ordering the people and ensure that this situation did not repeat itself. On the opposite edge of the torrent, the caravan was already leaving the water, and Juan Justo fixed his gaze in that direction to see if his mother had made it, but she was not there; he then fixed his gaze on each and every one of the faces grabbing the rope, but still could not find her. He repeated the search once more until he stopped at the eyes of the woman who had just lost her son; there was no horror or anguish on her face anymore, only a sweetness that froze his soul. Immediately after smiling at him, the Tehuelche woman let herself be carried away by the same current that had taken her son moments before, thus conjuring a macabre communion.

The impotence of being unable to do anything infuriated the lad. An old woman lost her balance and was also swept away by the current right beside him. Perhaps if I stayed in the water, I could help, he thought. He progressed along the rope, assisting the weakest to stay afloat and encouraging those who could. Then, without seeking her out, he managed to see his mother almost emerging from the water on the opposite bank of the river, calming his heart.

Many had already crossed, and it had been a while since anyone was swept away, but despite all that, the line was not progressing, which puzzled Juan Justo. But what surprised him most was seeing some who had already made it across were returning to the water. He began to search for Comanquel, scanning above everyone, but the Ranquel warrior was no longer there. He tried desperately to reach the opposite bank to find him, but moving against the flow of those returning to the river was cumbersome. He was exhausted, yet energy propelled his body forward; he had become powerfully numb. Before leaving the torrent, he looked up at the last few on the bank and, behind them, saw four horsemen wearing army jackets. One, his face obscured by the sun's glare, was looking toward the rapids, while on the other bank, the most terrible sight of his life presented itself to Juan Justo.

Ateñur had arrived, and his hordes had undertaken the task of hunting down their fleeing companions as if they were not people, but animals. He was paralyzed, unsure of what to do; he tried to look at the face of the man who allowed all this to happen, but the glare of the sun prevented him. He managed to see him make a gesture with his hand that Juan Justo understood as soon as he completed it. He turned and ran towards the river; from there, one of the horsemen could be seen dismounting and heading towards the end of the rope. He plunged into the torrent once again and desperately searched for his mother, and when he saw her, the soldier had just cut the rope. A terrifying howl was heard as the water began to drag those poor souls away one by one, silenced beneath the relentless roar of the beast. Although Juan Justo had the strength to let himself be carried by the current and float downstream, he began to struggle to escape the current right there.

The horseman with his back to the sun saw the scene and approached the bank to cut what remained of the rope, but when he arrived, the boy had already emerged from the water and unexpectedly leapt upon him like a wild beast. Surprised, he didn't know what to do immediately; the lad's only dangerous weapons were his teeth and nails, now piercing his clothes. He could clearly see his face, bloodshot eyes and that uncontrollable fury now focused on him, and for the first time in many years, he felt in danger and overwhelmed by the circumstances. 

With his right hand, he tried to reach for his sabre, while with his left, he attempted to separate the lad from his body to stop him from biting and scratching, but this was impossible. With a great effort, he managed to push him away a little from his body — enough to strike him with the blade — but Juan Justo wriggled free and bit his left hand so hard that the pain made that man, scarred by a hundred battles, scream.

With the hilt of the weapon, he struck him hard in the face, although he didn't make him release his hand. It was only when he did so for the third time that he managed to free himself from the youth. The horseman looked at the lad and his gaze filled with hatred, ready to pounce on him again. Fearful, he tried to thrust the sabre into his chest, and although Juan Justo moved aside, it was not enough to avoid the charge. A huge gash opened in his chest, and the pain, the blow, and the current pulling at his feet caused him to lose his balance and fall into the torrent, which was now starting to drag him away. Even so, he managed to grab hold of the rope still tied to a stake on the bank and began to climb it with an unusual rage.

The horseman's hand was bleeding profusely; he had lost one of his fingers and had scratches all over his face. He looked towards the river and saw, as if in a nightmare, the furious face of the lad, struggling to emerge from the water to attack him again. He thought about waiting for him and giving him the finishing blow, but on two occasions, he had avoided him and managed to hurt him each time. None of that was good for him, nor for the respect he owed to his troop.

He directed his gaze for the last time at that face, and with a precise blow of his sabre, he cut the rope by which Juan Justo was climbing. A terrible emotion flooded that man as he saw his rival being swept away by the torrent; the feeling of the irreparable nature of destiny and of what was beyond salvation. But it was not clear whether it was the life of that brave lad who faced him for his people, with no weapons but his bare hands, or that of his own soul troubled by endless spectres of the past that seemed to never cease tormenting him.
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Chapter 2
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Shaueken had ridden throughout the night and much of the day without pause, taking care not to fatigue his horse should he need it, at some point, to escape at a full gallop. That stretch of the road was the most dangerous and treacherous, and the escape of Munkhta, his best horse, during the previous night left him with only one to complete the rest of the journey, which encompassed an enormous distance, much more extensive than the mind of a city-dweller would dare to comprehend. The old shaman didn't like venturing out into the open pampa, nor going so far north, and now, with only one mount, even less so.

Unsen had entrusted him with the most delicate mission since Shótel Naiké, not because he was one of the tribe’s eldest, nor for being the most reliable, nor even for being the shaman, but because he was his elder brother; the same one who had rejected chieftainship when their grandfather, from his deathbed in a miserable encampment on the outskirts of the ice fields, passed it on. Shaueken hadn't rejected it due to lack of ability or willingness, but because he saw in his brother something he did not possess: a particular drive and the ability to persuade his people to follow him, the few that remained of them, at least. Unsen had wrested the Forest of the Eternal Trees from Huentecurá to make it the Yunokenk's home again, after they lost it to the Huilliches, even before the battle of Choele Choel. But it wasn't all that easy: Huentecurá's son, Calfucurá, tried to reclaim it after his death, and on several occasions, he came close to succeeding; but Unsen managed to guard the passes in summer and winter, repelling any attempts by him. However, the drive had to yield to wisdom, and he had to accept the treaty that Calfucurá proposed, in which he had to relinquish something he loved dearly.

The shaman stopped his horse to drink water from a leather pouch, then he took out an old handkerchief woven by the Whites from the folds of his clothes to wipe his forehead and scan the horizon once more. He could already see the mountains in the distance, a sight which calmed his anxiety and brought some measure of solace to his weary heart. He had told everyone in the hamlet, at the foot of the lake reflecting the snow-capped mountains, that he would venture into the Pampa in search of Ñandú feathers to avoid arousing suspicion, and from which the great ulmen of the Ranqueles, Calvaiú Hüer, known among the Huincas for being Mariano Rosas's brother, had provided him with a good quantity before departing back to the valley. Shaueken had achieved his purpose, but in reality, aside from his brother, no one else knew that he had reached the Ranquel encampments, let alone what he had gone there to do.

There wasn't a single cloud on the horizon, and everything was very dry; despite this, Shaueken knew that rain was on its way and that it would come amidst a very strong storm, so he decided to pick up the pace. I wasn't so far north on that day, he thought. The open pampa had become a dangerous place for the Yunokenk, so he believed he was doing the right thing. The spirits often advised him well, although he didn't trust them blindly, as they had disappointed him and his people far too often. He considered himself a wise man, and therefore deep down, he doubted the ancient spirits of the land, not because he had given his heart to the white men’s god like others before him: he simply lost faith after witnessing many unjust deaths throughout his life.
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