



[image: Cover]





KACHINA

By Kathryn Ptacek


[image: ]



A Macabre Ink Production

Macabre Ink is an imprint of Crossroad Press

Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press

Crossroad Press digital edition 2025

Copyright © 1986 Kathryn Ptacek

Cover art and design by David Dodd

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner or form, including purposes of training for artificial intelligence technologies or systems.


LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Meet the Author

Kathryn Ptacek sold her first novel, SATAN’S ANGEL, when she was just 27. Since then she has sold numerous novels, short stories, reviews, articles, and miscellaneous whatnots. She has also edited three anthologies, including the landmark WOMEN OF DARKNESS and WOMEN OF DARKNESS II.

Kathy was raised in Albuquerque, New Mexico and graduated with a degree in journalism from the University of New Mexico. While there, she was a student of bestselling authors Tony Hillerman (mysteries) and Lois Duncan (young adult). A member of the Horror Writers Association, she also edits the organization’s monthly newsletter. She also has a freelance editing business, Little Bird Editorial Services.

She lives in a 128-year-old Victorian house haunted by the ghost of her late husband, writer Charles L. Grant. She shares her book-cluttered rooms with four cats, a large teapot collection, lots of Gila monster stuff, and the occasional visiting mouse. Kathy can be reached at gilaqueen@att.net or through her Facebook pages.

Book List

Horror and Suspense Novels

And No Birds Sing

Blood Autumn

Ghost Dance

Gila!

In Silence Sealed

Kachina

Looking Backwards in Darkness

Shadoweyes

The Hunted

Fantasy Novels written as Kathryn Grant

The Land of a Thousand Willows Trilogy

The Phoenix Bells

The Black Jade Road

The Willow Garden

Historical Novels written as Kathryn Atwood

Satan’s Angel

Renegade Lady

The Lawless Heart

My Lady Rogue

Aurora

Historical Romance Novels written as Kathleen Maxwell

The Devil’s Heart

Winter Masquerade


DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit the Crossroad Press website for information about all available products and its authors

Check out our blog

For information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook, subscribe to our Newsletter at the bottom of any page on our website

Find and follow us on Facebook and Bluesky


[image: ]



We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.

If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.

Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


For

Tony Hillerman, who was first a teacher, then a friend.

And an inspiration always.

Thank you, Tony.


Historical Notes

Governor Wallace and his wife, Susan, were actual historical characters who figured prominently in the New Mexico Territory of that time.

As for the Konochine, various aspects of their religion and day-to-day life have been liberally borrowed from other pueblo tribes and melded with the author’s imagination to form their culture.


The key symbol of Pueblo ceremonialism is the kachina. It is an image with as many reflected images as there are spellings for the word.… It is a spirit, a mask, a man, a cult, a way of life, and a visual language.… Subtle, profound, and simple, it is an ideology rooted in every pueblo.
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Part I: Spring 1880


Chapter One

An early spring snowstorm, howling like a hundred hungry wolves, whirled out of the dizzying heights of the upper Rocky Mountains and swept southward, overwhelming central and eastern Colorado and the northernmost region of New Mexico, so that by the time Dr. William Stephenson and his wife, Elizabeth, arrived at the Santa Fe, Atchison and Topeka Railroad station in El Moro, Colorado, further travel by rail was postponed.

The train journey from New York City to Omaha, and from there westward into Colorado, had proved uneventful until the day before, when the conductor had warned that the clouds gathering in the west meant bad weather.

And bad weather it was, quite unlike anything Elizabeth had ever witnessed back east. The wind screeched and yowled, slamming into the train station, shaking the building until she feared it would explode into a pile of broken timbers; snow blew in swirling white clouds, obscuring vision beyond more than a few feet; and all the while she felt the intense bone-numbing cold seeping in through her clothing. Not even the bulk of the fur coat that had been her mother’s nor sitting by the station’s single wood-burning stove kept her warm.

“I can’t wait a day or two, or even a week, Stephenson shouted at the stationmaster. The man simply shrugged. “I don’t have time to waste, sitting here in this little dump of a town.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but there are no more trains out of El Moro until the track is cleared.”

“Impossible,” Stephenson muttered. He turned to his wife. “I can’t make these idiots understand that I cannot stay here, Elizabeth. I have to keep going. You know that.” He took off the steel-rimmed glasses he had needed for the past ten years and vigorously polished the already sparkling lenses. He had cleaned his glasses seven times in the last five minutes.

“Sir,” said the stationmaster with what Elizabeth thought was infinite patience after having been called any number of insulting names in the past five minutes, “you don’t seem to understand. It’s not a matter of me wanting to keep you here, but rather a matter of safety. The track south of here into New Mexico passes over some of the most treacherous mountains in the territory; at the present time the track is blocked with snow, and until it can be removed, no train can get through—yours included! Sir,” he added as an afterthought.

Stephenson glowered at him and polished his glasses again.

“And further,” said the man, gathering courage, “the railroad can’t go risking our equipment, the lives of our engineers, and those of our other passengers for the sake of some passenger’s whim.”

“Your company shall hear about this.”

“My company will back me up.”

Stephenson stalked away, his hands thrust deeply into the pockets of his coat, and glared out the window. What he saw she couldn’t surmise, because little could be seen beyond the blowing snow.

“Ma’am,” the stationmaster said, directing his appeal to her now, “I do recommend that you and your husband wait in the hotel down the street until the full force of the storm has passed in a day or two, and then the snow can be removed from the tracks and you folks can continue your journey safely.”

“I understand quite well, sir, but … She cast a look at her husband, and the railroad official nodded, indicating he recognized how impossible was her task of convincing her husband.

As she approached him, she braced herself. Stephenson swung around at the sound of her footsteps. “The fools.” He began pacing in front of the window, his boots tapping against the wooden floorboards, and gesturing angrily. “Damned ignorant western fools. Don’t they realize I have to get on with my work?”

“I think we should wait,” she said, her voice sounding timid in the fury of the storm.

“What? What did you say?”

She raised her voice slightly so that this time he would make no mistake about her words. “I think we should do as the stationmaster suggests and wait for a few days, William. Our delay won’t really matter. After all, we don’t have to be there at a certain time, and it will be much safer.”

He stared at her, his face registering the surprise he no doubt felt at her contradicting him, and he pulled the glasses off again.

“I knew it. I knew I made a mistake in bringing you, Elizabeth. I warned you about what to expect, and you told me you could face whatever came, and now that we have met with our first obstacle—an irritating, if somewhat limited one—you quail, cave in, and want to go running home. His voice was as cold as the air outside. “You knew it could be dangerous.”

She tried to speak calmly, although he was beginning to make her angry with his childish behavior. “Yes, I know, William, and that aspect doesn’t bother me. I can face what dangers come our way—I still mean what I told you in New York—but I think it nothing more than foolish to rush off in the midst of this terrible storm. This isn’t like one at home; we don’t know the area, and it’s better that we sit in a hotel and wait until the storm has ended. We have no other choice.”

He shrugged, his face unreadable, although she knew he was silently furious with her. “All right. Have it your way, if you insist. I don’t care.”

She glanced toward the stationmaster, who gave her a sympathetic half-smile. “Where is that hotel you mentioned earlier, sir?”

“Just down the street on the left, ma’am. You tell Belle—she’s the one what runs the place, and it’s real clean, too, ma’am, so don’t you go worryin’ about that—that Ed sent you folks.”

“Thank you, I shall.” She smiled briefly. “What about our luggage?”

“Don’t you worry about that either, ma’am. I’ll keep it here safe until you’re ready to leave.”

Again she thanked him for his help, then grasped the small valise that they had packed for use en route and headed toward the front door.

At that moment it swung open with a blast of cold and a gust of snow as a tall man, his clothes and western hat powdered white, walked into the room. He put his shoulder to the door and started to shove it closed, but she indicated they were leaving.

As she passed the man she glanced up and saw his deep brown eyes coldly appraising her. Quickly she looked away and stepped out of the station, Stephenson following her. Instantly a blast of wind struck her, nearly spinning her around, and with the greatest of effort she kept her balance. She breathed deeply, feeling the stab of ice-cold air in her lungs, then put her head down and plodded toward the hotel, about a hundred yards away.
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“Come on in,” called the bosomy woman with grey hair behind the desk in the hotel when she saw them. “Good gracious, don’t tell me you were traveling in this weather. Come in and get warm.”

Elizabeth smiled as she brushed some of the snow from her coat. “Thank you. Yes, we were traveling—at least until this storm hit, and now we need someplace to stay until it’s over. Ed at the railway station told us to use his name. Are you Belle?”

“I shore am, honey. You poor things, you both look frozen to the bone. The woman ushered them into a small, comfortable parlor crammed with some of the ugliest furniture Elizabeth had ever seen, and a beautiful fire roaring in the large fireplace. She stripped off her coat, sat down on a stool by the hearth, and held her icy hands out to the warmth. Slowly she felt sensation coming back into her fingers.

Stephenson had also removed his wet overcoat, but he hadn’t said a word since they’d left the railroad station. Now he sat on a second stool opposite hers, his eyes half closed, his lips twisted downward, and she knew he would be lost within his own private world for the rest of the evening. She would be lucky if he spoke again to her until morning. Or would she? At least if he were silent, she wouldn’t have to listen to his accusing tones.

Within seconds Belle brought them coffee, steaming and muddy brown, in tin mugs. Elizabeth didn’t care what it tasted like; it was hot. Belle swept out again, then returned shortly after to ply them with tureens of a hearty stew in which chunks of beef, potato, carrot, and onion floated in a rich sauce. Elizabeth had never tasted anything so delicious in her life, and promptly told her hostess so.

The plump woman beamed. “My old mother’s recipe,” she averred before she left to check on their room. She came back not long after to say it was ready.

Stephenson quickly finished his meal, wiped his mouth with a typically fastidious gesture, then announced, “I’m going up to the room now.” He stood. Waited. For her, Elizabeth knew.

She stirred the remnants of the stew with her spoon, the pattern of its silver handle blurred from long use. “I’m not finished yet, William. I’ll come up later.”

He waited a few seconds longer, still expecting her to set down her half-eaten dinner and follow him obediently up the stairs to their room. She would have done so in the past. This time she wouldn’t.

When it became clear that she intended to remain, he gave a small sound of disgust, pivoted, and trod heavily across the room. He hesitated again at the foot of the stairs, then slowly ascended. Her head had been down, so she hadn’t seen his expression, but it was probably disapproving. It usually was.

And to think that she had almost not come on this journey. She sighed softly. Perhaps it was a mixed blessing; she wasn’t sure. Only a few short months ago, when he’d informed her he was traveling to the New Mexico Territory for research, she had seen an opportunity to travel, something she had little experience with, and had asked to go with him. That had been the beginning.

“For the hundredth time, it’s too dangerous an undertaking for a mere woman such as yourself,” he had said, drumming his fingertips on the desktop.

“Exaggeration doesn’t suit you, William,” she’d chided him softly, her hands demurely clasped in her lap. “This is only the third time you’ve repeated yourself.”

Stephenson had drawn his ragged eyebrows together and glared at her, for she was correct, but that did not keep him from continuing his diatribe. “The journey is fraught with many dangers, most of them unforeseen.”

“You’ve gone there twice.”

“I am a man.”

“Pray forgive me, but you are also a man of advanced years, and you were far younger when you last traveled there.”

Once more he settled his fierce scowl upon her, then stopped the incessant drumming as he realized neither gesture was ruffling her calm exterior. She knew he had to concede that point. He was more than twice her age: fifty-one to her twenty-three.

He did look quite young for his age, she thought. Robust, too, with thick, dark hair and neatly trimmed beard which only in the past year had begun to show traces of silver. His eyes were clear, his hands steady, but he was still twenty years older than when he’d last made a journey out west.

But he needed someone to go with him, and she was determined it would be her. Since their marriage five years before, she had obeyed him on all matters, deferring even to his decisions concerning the running of the household. She was obedient, malleable, passive.

Until now.

Until he had mentioned the trip, and she had known with a terrible certainty that not only did she want to go, she had to.

An eminent historian at Columbia University in New York City, Stephenson had been approached by several wealthy men concerning a private project of theirs. In the near future they planned on financing a museum of American history. With the suppression of the western tribes within the past few decades, an interest in the Indians had been ignited, and they wanted someone with a name, a healthy reputation in the field, to study the tribes of the western United States and collect material on the West for their museum. They would pay the full costs of the study no matter what expenses were entailed.

Anthropology and archeology were growing scientific concerns, if not precisely specific fields yet, and Stephenson had agreed to do the work. He had suggested New Mexico, where he’d done research twice before, and his benefactors agreed.

The primary tribe Stephenson was to study was a small one in north central New Mexico, the Konochine, who, while never a large or influential group, had been particularly vigorous in their protest against the conquerors and who in the end had been ruthlessly subdued, and were now by all accounts quite passive.

Glaring at Elizabeth, Stephenson pointed out that the territory was a primitive country, undeveloped wilderness in most spots, and sparsely populated as well.

“You will miss the comforts of home, Elizabeth. You’ll be one white woman among a people known in the past for their unspeakable savagery toward white women.” When she remained unimpressed, he continued. “If you hurt yourself, you might die before we reach a doctor. My stay will be long and arduous, and you will no doubt grow bored within days, for I suspect there’s little to keep you interested.”

“I can sketch.” She would help him collect materials, too, as well as record the progress of his research with her pencil and watercolor sketches. She was a deft artist, not of a professional caliber, but certainly skilled, and that would keep her busy.

He abandoned all logic then, simply thundering that she wasn’t going, and that was his final word. Of course, it wasn’t, because she waged quiet war upon him. Day and night her campaign persisted. His life grew miserable even though she never once raised her voice, never begged, never cajoled.

She kept after him, coolly delineating the many reasons she should accompany him, and each time he sought to object with what he believed was faultless logic she neatly pricked the balloon of his reasoning, and downward he would helplessly plummet, outwitted once more, until he was forced to surrender his position.

But because he surrendered didn’t mean he had to be gracious about her accompanying him.

She had already learned that quite well. During the long and tedious train journey westward, he had been barely civil to her, speaking only when absolutely necessary, and now that they were marooned in El Moro for God only knew how long, he had become downright hostile.

Tell me, Elizabeth, she asked herself, do you think the trip still worth all that you went through to come? Worth your husband’s anger? Worth this agitation to yourself and to him?

Yes, she replied silently. Very much so. The trip was worth all that, and more. She had never seen so many exciting things in her life or so many unusual people as had been aboard the train, had never seen such wonderful landscape as she’d watched from the train windows. Yes, it had certainly been worth all the trouble—even if he didn’t speak to her again the entire journey.

She sipped her now-cooling coffee, and wondered what had gone wrong. It hadn’t always been like this during their marriage, not at all in the past five years, or was it that she saw now with newly born eyes? Theirs had never been a romantic or passionate marriage, simply a day-to-day year-to-year existence … comfortable, like an old slipper. And just as exciting too. He had never been demanding in his attentions, and so she couldn’t say she was unhappy. But neither would she admit she was happy.

Something was missing from her life; what it was she couldn’t say.

Had it been lost somewhere along the five years, or had it never been there at all? No, she told herself, he’s changed; or I have. Her mother had died when she was born, but the attention and affection lavished on her by her father, a well-to-do professor, had more than made up for that loss. Her stable world, though, had ended just weeks after her twelfth birthday, when her father’s carriage had overturned, and he had died, a broken rib driven through one lung.

For days she had cried, not believing her father was really dead, but finally when his lawyer called upon her she had to accept the truth. He told her that she was going to another home, that her father’s good friend would be taking care of her from now on.

That friend was William Stephenson. He was thirty-five years old at the time, a confirmed bachelor, established in his ways of life. Once, in a moment of generosity not often found in his character, he had promised Andrew Ramsey to look after his daughter if anything happened.

Stephenson had never dreamed that Ramsey, his junior by one year, would die within five years.

So on a snowy day, Mrs. McConnell, the housekeeper who had been with Elizabeth’s father for fifteen years, amid her tears at leaving her little one, bundled her warmly and packed her belongings in trunks and a valise, and put her in the carriage that Dr. Stephenson had sent. She had left the small, cozy house in the country for New York City and Stephenson’s large brownstone house.

If she’d thought her life was about to change radically, she was right. Stephenson had never been around children, having been an only child of elderly parents, and he knew even less about women. Always unfailingly polite to her, he rarely expressed an interest in how she occupied her time. As long as she didn’t bother him, he didn’t care what she did.

In school she studied hard, for the sake of her beloved father’s memory, and in her numerous spare hours at home she sketched and painted. With practice her talent blossomed, but once when she’d showed her guardian some watercolors she had painted in Central Park, he had simply smiled indulgently. She had not shown them again to him.

While it hadn’t been an overwhelmingly happy childhood, neither was it a tragic existence, although for years she cried herself to sleep each night when she thought about her father. She had a few friends during her school years, but they never visited her, while she often went to their houses.

In her seventeenth year a young man came calling to take her ice skating in Central Park. Her guardian greeted him at the door, then took him into the parlor, where they talked for some time. Elizabeth and the young man, whose name she no longer recalled, walked to the park and skated and drank hot chocolate, and quite early in the evening he escorted her home. He never called again.

On her eighteenth birthday, with no place to go, with no one to turn to, she went into Stephenson’s study and asked him what she should do now. He suggested they marry; she nodded, and not long after that they were quietly married in a front-parlor ceremony.

What whim had convinced him to marry her, she had never understood, not really. She was no great beauty, or so she believed, but neither was she plain. Her mirror told her she was pretty, perhaps striking if she decided to be dramatic about the matter.

Her honey-blonde hair fell nearly to her waist in natural curls that had always been the envy of others. Her wide-set eyes, an unusual shade of green tinted slightly with blue, were fringed with long, dark lashes; she had a nose that was neither too long nor too short, too thin nor too wide. Her lips needed no artificial coloring, nor did she ever have to resort to pinching her cheeks for color. Her skin was flawless, without freckles or the blotchy redness that sometimes afflicted others, and was a shade that could almost be called bisque, or perhaps ivory. Sometimes she thought it better suited someone of darker hair and eye color, and a more passionate temperament than hers.

Tall for a woman, she still came only to William’s chin, and was so slim that her corsets were almost comfortable. Certainly she was not lushly developed as were so many of the wives of William’s acquaintances, women who all gave her trim body pitying glances. And perhaps she was to be pitied, although she had never thought about it. Her hands were quite small and delicate, with the slim fingers of an artist.

William had never told her he loved her, or that he thought her beautiful. Yet he had never used harsh words either.

Five long years they had been married now. At least the marriage had been fairly comfortable—most of the time. However comfortable it might be, though, it had also been childless, which had been a deep regret to her, although she seldom allowed herself to think about it. One night as she lay curled next to him and they had discussed her wanting a child, he had in rare honesty admitted, his voice filled with regret, that the fault was not hers, but rather his, so she mustn’t blame herself.

And so life had continued placidly … until now, when with such abruptness they had been hurled from their usual lives into the eye of this storm, both outside the town and within themselves.

She yawned and gazed at the fire, which was beginning to die out. She added a small log to it and watched as the sparks flew upward. Once more she yawned.

Perhaps passion was the element that was missing from her life. She nearly laughed aloud. She must remind herself that Stephenson had always been good to her; she knew she should appreciate him, for many women had far less.

And many, one part of her whispered seductively, have more.

Still, that didn’t mean she had to agree with him all the time. Particularly on something about which she felt as strongly as this journey. She drained the last of her coffee, cold from sitting so long, and it sucked the last bit of warmth from her. She shivered, then stood. She would go upstairs to the room now and wait to see what tomorrow would bring.


Chapter Two

The Stephensons stayed three days at the hotel in El Moro as the storm raged around them, and finally, on the morning of the fourth day, awoke to a perfectly clear sky. The sun was out, shining brilliantly on the carpet of white, and already some of the snow, where it had not drifted very high, was melting. Stephenson dressed and left before he had breakfast, and from the window Elizabeth watched as he pushed his way down the street through the knee-high snow to the railroad station. There, he would ask about their train’s schedule.

Fuming, he returned less than an hour later to tell his wife the train was further delayed and would not be able to leave for another two days, and so he had decided they would travel thence on horseback. She knew the futility of questioning him. She listened patiently, aware that he was determined to resume the journey no matter the cost to their comfort. He said he had matters to arrange, and he didn’t know when he would return. He left without further word. She took her time dressing and getting their things together. She hadn’t slept well the night before, perhaps from the sound of the wind howling under the eaves, perhaps from the uneasy dreams that had fled with the first light of day.

She had just finished her own leisurely breakfast of honey-cured bacon, Belle’s famous—or so the woman alleged with a lopsided grin—soda biscuits, peach jam, and a pot of coffee when Stephenson returned, curtly informing her they would be leaving shortly. He had found horses and a guide to take them into New Mexico. Elizabeth nodded, and was preparing to leave when the older woman thrust a hamper toward her.

“Food for your journey, honey,” Belle said with a slight shrug of her massive shoulders. “It’s a long way to go on horseback, and I thought you might work up a mighty big appetite.”

“Why, thank you,” she said, touched at the woman’s concern.

“I don’t envy you myself,” Belle said, shaking her head. “No, I shore don’t. Them men and their crazy ideas—just like greenbroke horses they are. They gotta have their head no matter that there’s a cliff straight afore them.” She shook her head again, tsk-tsking over the failings of the male species, and patted the younger woman’s hand. “You take care now.”

Elizabeth thanked her once more, then stepped outside into the cold, crisp air which stung her cheeks and nose. Her breath puffed outward in white clouds until she pulled up her scarf over the lower part of her face. She shifted the hamper to her right arm and began walking toward the stables. Halfway there she encountered Stephenson and their guide, leading four horses.

The guide was fairly short and bandy-legged, as if he’d spent his entire life in the saddle; his face was creased, his eyes squinting from long hours in the bright sunshine, and his unruly hair was a light shade of ginger. He nodded toward her and mumbled a greeting.

“Mr. Barnett can take us only partway into the territory, my dear.”

“Yep, ma’am. I’ve got to be back in ’bout a week or so for my reg’lar work, but I’ll help you folks through the rough spots.”

Immense mountains lay southward, and yet he called them “rough spots.” Truly western understatement, she thought, amused.

“What about our baggage?”

“Don’t worry, ma’am. Ed and me have already taken care of ’em. Had ’em put on the pack horse.” He nodded to one of the horses.

“Then let us leave,” Stephenson said. He eased himself up into the saddle of his horse, ignoring her. Barnett took the small valise and hamper from her and secured them on the pack horse.

“Do you need help, ma’am?” he asked anxiously, evidently not wanting to displease her.

“Thank you, no, Mr. Barnett. I shall manage by myself.” She led her horse, a small bay mare with four white stockings now tan with caked mud, to a nearby stump, and while Barnett held on to the bridle, she managed, despite her cumbersome skirts, to swing her leg over the horse’s back. On the right the skirt and petticoat hitched upward enough to allow the freezing caress of cold air against her stockinged leg. Indicating she was ready, she coaxed the horse forward and did her best to rearrange her skirts.

She knew there was no sense in asking about a sidesaddle. There probably wasn’t one within a hundred miles of El Moro. Maybe two hundred. She found she regretted she had never ridden astride since her father’s death. Still, she would grow accustomed to it quickly.

She would have to do something about her dresses, though. The long skirts were uncomfortable in their bulk, at times much too confining, twisting around one leg, too loose on the other leg, and as she surveyed the bedraggled hem, now soiled with ice crystals and dirt, she saw it was ruined.

She vowed that when they stopped that night she would change into a pair of her husband’s trousers no matter how much he protested, and that from now on she would turn up the hems of her dresses so they wouldn’t trail on the ground. To add to her physical discomfort, her corset, never really comfortable at the best of times, pressed even more sharply into her ribs. That she would gladly dispense with also, she told herself.

As the three riders rode out of the small town and began the journey southward, she wondered aloud how long it would take them to reach their destination.

Barnett, riding ahead of her, twisted his head back to answer her. “It’s ’bout two hundred miles to where you want to be gittin’, ma’am.” Inside she felt a sinking sensation of despair. She had never dreamed it would be so far … particularly on horseback. Why hadn’t William waited just a few days longer for the train? It would have been faster—and more comfortable.

Barnett was speaking again. “I reckon it’ll take you folks close to two weeks to git there, providin’ you ride nice and easy. Then again, if it snows, it’ll take longer. Same if it rains. The trails’ll wash out. The paths in these parts ain’t the best, ma’am; ain’t many of them that are smooth or even wide enough for a coach. But I reckon it’s a good thing you’re ridin’. I heard that several of the railroad bridges collapsed because of the snow. Some of the trains nearly went over.”

She shuddered. Maybe William had made a wise decision. She glanced back at him, but his eyes were closed, his face free of expression. Had he heard any of the guide’s remarks?

William’s wisdom, she thought as she turned her attention back to the trail, would remain to be seen.
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On Raton Pass, over 7800 feet in elevation, the three riders paused while Barnett pointed out to the east and below them the tunnel of the Santa Fe, Atchison and Topeka Railroad through which the train they had booked would have traveled. To the north lay the magnificent view into Colorado, to the south the plains, mesas, and mountains of New Mexico.

Southward they followed the Canadian River eight and a half miles to Raton, a railroad boomtown, and passed through canyons forested with ponderosa pine, oak, willow, and many other trees with which she was already familiar. Their guide identified the many bushes, their delicate flowers just preparing to bloom, as currant, buckthorn, wild rose, among others. In Raton they paused to rest the horses, and after a few hours set out again. For several days they followed the course of the Canadian, then turned along the Cimarron River. Barnett said the best thing for them to do was always to keep near water, scarce in the territory.

The weather, despite Barnett’s fears, remained good, with no further snowfall, and each day the sun shone brightly, with the result that the snow around them was beginning to melt, sometimes making the paths so muddy as to be practically unusable. The sloppy mire slowed the horses down, and often the riders had to dismount to lead their horses through it.

Several times at nightfall she spotted deer coming out of the woods to forage, and Barnett claimed that the rank odor they smelled meant black bear were close by. Stephenson scoffed at the guide’s words, but she believed Barnett, and was sure that he wasn’t simply trying to frighten a pair of inexperienced easterners. Once, Barnett shot a wild turkey, which they roasted over the evening fire. She had never thought turkey tasted so good.

The days in the saddle had been more comfortable for her because she had adapted a pair of her husband’s trousers to her needs. Stephenson quietly disapproved, while Barnett chuckled and declared it about as practical an idea as any he’d ever heard.

She was tired, though, for she hadn’t spent a restful night since they’d left El Moro. Several times nightly she would be awakened by unfamiliar noises. Barnett claimed, though, that she would grow accustomed to the night sounds after a while, and she believed him.

They began slowly climbing into the mountains, and with the increasing altitude, the landscape changed subtly, the trees now mostly Douglas fir and quaking aspen, a tree with white bark not unlike the Eastern birch and triangular leaves that turned a brilliant gold in the autumn, Barnett said. Yellow flowers dotted the mountain, meadows. Here and there they could still see pockets of snow, sheltered between rocks and in the shade of trees, but even as they rode, the land was beginning to dry out under the hot sun.

A day later when they were beyond the mountains, Barnett bid them farewell, although Stephenson said he would pay him double to stay with them. The guide said regretfully he couldn’t, took his money, and waved good-bye. She would have liked to see him remain simply for his conversation and presence, which acted as a cushion between she and her husband.

Apparently Stephenson still hadn’t forgiven her for real and imagined slights incurred since the onset of their journey, and so he rarely spoke to her. Therefore, she rode in a peaceful solitude, the quiet broken only by the clopping of the horses’ hooves and the rich twilling songs of the mountain birds.

In Taos they stopped for further directions and to rest. West from there they discovered the immense gorge through which the Rio Grande River had cut deeply for millions of years. It looked all the more incredible because of the sheer flatness of the land surrounding the gorge, a landscape unbroken by anything much taller than sagebrush.

As she gazed down into the spectacular gorge, she realized she had fallen in love with the territory. It was beautiful. So rugged, so vast! She knew she didn’t want to return to New York, not in a few weeks or months, not even years. She breathed in the crisp air, fragrant with unfamiliar scents, and she thanked God that she had talked William into bringing her. She felt so much freer here, as if she could do anything she wanted, and for one wild moment she longed to kick her mare in the side and race hell-bent-for-leather across the wide-open spaces. But she quickly restrained the impulse when she realized her husband was talking.

He pointed at the deep gorge and explained that they were to proceed down a narrow trail along one side, forge the river at the bottom, and begin the long hazardous climb up the other side. At night they reached the river, where they camped.

For a while she lay awake, listening to the lulling murmur of the river, aware of the excitement that was building within her. She closed her eyes and told herself to sleep because she needed the rest. After a while she finally began to drift off, and she dreamed.

She walked through the moonlit night, and around her in the darkness gleamed the yellow and green slanted eyes of the night creatures. She smiled, unafraid of those unseen, unknown forces, and raised her hands in greeting. Behind her she heard the soft padding of animals following, but she knew they did not stalk her. Her path was clear to her even though she had never walked it; her way true. She never hesitated or stumbled, and as she walked the land gradually rose.

The light grew stronger, almost as bright as sunshine, and she saw it radiated not from the moon as she’d thought, but rather from a clearing directly ahead. And in the clearing stood buildings, none taller than two stories, that gleamed as though made of gold. The wind rose around her with a shriek, blowing her hair across her face, and as she brushed it aside she saw that her skin seemed to glow white.

From darkened doorways men and women stood watching her. And waiting. She heard a low, indistinct chant, and the alien sound of it sent a thrill through her. As she slowly approached, the people held out their arms in supplication. They called her name, and yet it wasn’t her name. She knew them, though, and touched their hands, their faces, and they wept.

One man, his face in shadows, stood apart from the others. She knew he was important, and so she turned toward him and stopped only when a few feet separated them. She reached out with her arms, just as he did the same, and their fingertips met. An electrical tingle pulsed through her, and she woke abruptly.

The light was grey, and she knew it was shortly before dawn. She shivered, feeling the cold, and snuggled beneath the blanket to think about the dream. It had been so vivid, so intense, and she could still remember the touch of the man’s hands. She blushed, glanced toward her husband, and told herself to go back to sleep for the little time remaining to her.

They broke camp a few hours later, and on the other side of the gorge they began finding the dwellings left by Indians, by Spaniards, by later invaders, all of them deserted, most of them fallen to ruins now. Before they passed the Santa Clara Pueblo, they turned west to travel through dense mountain forest and along the course of a small river. “The Rio del Oso,” Stephenson said. “The bear river. The Indian name means ‘Shove Stick Creek.’”

“‘Shove Stick’?” she asked, intrigued by the unusual name.

“It’s taken from the name of a ruin, which was taken from a game played long ago.”

They camped along the creek banks at night, and finally, in the afternoon on the twelfth day, Elizabeth, dismounting, knelt by the river and cupped her hands. The water was icy cold and tasted incredibly sweet.

Below them stretched a narrow, winding valley, nearly hidden from sight by the band of trees along the river. On this side of the river, not more than half a mile away, buildings clustered. The walls sparkled with the rays of the setting sun as though diamonds lay embedded in them. To one side of the village lay a small patchwork of brown fields. Beyond, a tall mountain rose, dwarfing all below it in the valley.

“Chicoma Peak. Considered sacred by the Indians. And that, in front of it, is our destination ,” Stephenson said, pointing. “The Konochine Pueblo.”

Her breath caught. The buildings were those she had seen in her dreams.


Chapter Three

As the Stephensons descended the rise, the cluster grew more distinct, finally developing into a village, and she could see that the buildings were not precisely like those in her dream. Yet they were similar enough to cause her some discomfort. How could she have known? She tried hard to remember if William had ever spoken of the New Mexico Indian villages to her, but she couldn’t remember. The thick brown walls were constructed of adobe, be explained now, that being a building mixture of mud and straw common to this part of the territory.

Too, she realized now what had caused the distant glint of the “diamonds.” Minute flakes of shiny minerals mixed with the mud glittered with the sun’s rays. Nothing more, nothing less. It was so simple once she used her reason, and yet behind that façade she felt a shiver of fear go through her.

The dusty road leading into the village was scarcely wider than a wagon, and angled between two rows of adobe houses roofed with piñon or cedar beams over which saplings or brush and earth had been laid. The frames of the doors and windows were all painted a bright blue.

“The Indians believe the color blue keeps the evil spirits away,” Stephenson said. “One of their numerous superstitions, I might add.” She heard the contempt in his voice.

She was surprised to see the frames and doors were of milled lumber and that most of the windows had glass panes in them.

Stephenson followed her gaze. “The railroad has brought some advancements since I was last in the territory. At that time the windows had small mica panels in them, and the doors were the trunks of small trees lashed together. I’m sure there have been other changes as well. It should be interesting to note the level of progress in such a short time.”

Most of the adobe homes were one or two stories high, few of three. Several had no openings on the ground floor, with the door on the second floor reached only by a ladder. It was a precaution from the old days, her husband explained, when raiding parties of Comanche, Navajo, and Apache had swept through the pueblos. The ladders could be pulled up in time of attack, and thus no invader could enter. Few of these old-style houses remained, though, and those that did looked deserted.

Stephenson pointed ahead and to their right at some rounded objects shaped vaguely like beehives. “Those are the hornos, the clay ovens in which the Indian women bake their bread.”

Several women, all of them quite short, watched them from behind the hornos. Without exception the women wore black cloth dresses which covered the right shoulder and left the other bare, and which were belted with bright-colored yam sashes. Red or brown shawls draped around their shoulders or heads, and knee-high moccasin boots of undyed leather completed their outfits. Silver jewelry gleamed on their wrists, fingers, and around their necks.

As the Stephensons passed, the women glanced away, as if embarrassed to be caught staring. Elizabeth caught glimpses of shadowy figures in the darkened open doorways of the houses, which reminded her unpleasantly of her dreams. So, she thought, she and William were being watched, just as they were staring around at the Indian village.
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