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Part I: The Boy

THE INDIAN RAN SOUTH under the sun. He ran through forests and desert, up into mountains and down into valleys. He started when the eastern sky grew rosy in the morning light, and he did not give up before the glowing red sun sank behind the horizon in the west. He made a fire, ate the food he had brought with him, and lay down on the ground beside the fire. He slept there until a new day opened his eyes. Then he ran on. Southward, southward ...

And while he ran, he saw signs in the landscape around him. More of them appeared, more clearly every day. He saw zigzag patterns in the mountain walls and a pine tree trunk split by lightning. He saw flints in the sand and knew they were fragments of the Thunder People’s arrows. He saw faces in the clouds, and when darkness fell, he could make out the shining sky-pictures of the stars. And on the fourth day when he ran in among the great Sierra Madre, he glimpsed a hawk as it caught a little creeping creature before flying off so fast that not even a bolt of lightning could strike it. The Indian smiled.

[image: e9781461711964_i0003.jpg]


That evening he reached his goal, a valley between steep mountain walls. He stretched out his hands to the heavens and thanked Usen1 for letting him get there at last. Then he squatted down under a big overhang. A light west wind rustled the yellow-brown autumn leaves. It gently lifted the big eagle feathers in his leather cap, shook his long, black hair, played with the fringes of his buckskin shirt.

The Indian stayed there under the overhang for four nights and four days. Now and then, he drank from the leather water bag he had put down on the yellow grass beside him, but he ate nothing. He fasted and waited. All the first day, all the next, and almost all the third. Fasted, watched, and waited. By day his gaze searched for fresh signs on the earth; by night he stared at the stars. On the third evening, dark clouds rolled in over the valley, the west wind increased in strength, and when night came, the first flashes of lightning sought the ground. And while the storm raged, while the lightning flickered and the thunder rumbled and roared amid the mountains, the Indian was rewarded for his long journey, rewarded because he had fasted, watched, and waited.

From out of the storm rose a huge and amazing face, with wise eyes of a thousand raindrops, headband of lightning, and mouth of stardust. The face belonged to Black Thunder, the giant from the clouds, messenger of Usen, and now he sang to the Indian with his voice of thunder:


“I who live in the clouds, am holy. 
I am Black Thunder. 
I make the earth fruitful. 
I send my lightning 
to give her life. 
I who live in the clouds, am holy. 
Black Thunder, your father.”


The words came with the strength of thunder, but their music was beautiful. Four times the giant sang. Then he spoke to the Indian.

“You have waited long, you have pondered much, you have many questions. Ask me now.”

The Indian asked, and Black Thunder gave him answers. Gave him words for the unknown, for what had been and what was to come.

All this time the Indian sat with closed eyes. But he was not asleep, he was awake, and his eyes stared inward into himself. There Black Thunder showed him strange things, faces and powers no one else could see. Black Thunder taught him songs and ceremonies. And finally, before the giant continued on his way over the mountains, he showed the Indian a young white-eye,2 a fair-haired boy sitting on a rock in a river.

“Who is that, Black Thunder?” the Indian asked. “Why do you show me this boy?”

But the voice of thunder made no reply. The storm had passed.

The Indian had sat under this overhang once before. That time he had not been alone. That time there had been four hundred of them, all warriors, and Geronimo, a medicine man of battle, had led them on a campaign of revenge against the Mexican town of Arizpe. There had been Chokonen, Bidankohe, and Nedni, three brave tribes of the great N’de Nation.3

Then too lightning had sent its shafts down to the ground and peals of thunder had roared down the mountainsides. And while the warriors huddled together beneath the overhang in terror of the Thunder People in the clouds and their death-dealing arrows, the Indian had seen Black Thunder in a vision for the first time. The giant had given him a ceremony and a song, given him the ability to heal the sick and prophesy on things to come. The Indian had become a link between that which is hidden and that which is known, between Usen and men. He had become one of the young medicine men of the Chokonen.

“Go to Son-of-Thunder,” people had said. “Usen has faith in him.”

 


For a long time Son-of-Thunder had helped others, but now he felt his strength slowly failing him. He sang and prayed and searched for signs, but Black Thunder, who had once made him a medicine man, was no longer there. The Chokonen had gone to Son-of-Thunder’s wickiup with their sick and their worries about the future. They had turned to him for advice on the white-eyes, the pale, hairy-faced men who came to their land in great numbers. The white-eyes built houses and forts and demanded obedience to frontiers and laws made only for their benefit.

“What shall we do, Son-of-Thunder?” the Chokonen had asked.

But Son-of-Thunder could no longer give them answers; the distance from Usen had grown too great. The young medicine man felt the same anxiety about the future as his fellow tribesmen.

So far there had been no fighting between bluejackets, as the N’de called the American soldiers, and Chokonen, but in the west, the north, and the east other N’de tribes had felt their fury. The Chokonen still lived in peace in the Dragoon and Chiricahua Mountains. They could ride freely over the wide desert lands the Mexicans called the Valle des las Playas. But Chief Cochise had entered into an agreement with the white-eyes and allowed them to build a station in Apache Pass for their wagons. The Chokonen women fetched wood for the white-eyes at the station, and big wagons drawn by many horses traveled through the pass. The warriors had begun to grumble, but no one had come forward to challenge Cochise. Son-of-Thunder had asked Usen for counsel, but Usen had stayed silent.

 


And because Usen had stayed silent, Son-of-Thunder had run the long road southward to the Sierra Madre, to his sacred home, where years ago he had become a medicine man. And there Black Thunder showed himself to Son-of-Thunder once again.

The storm was over, but Son-of-Thunder stayed where he was. He would wait until the fourth day had passed, until the sky grew red and the sun sank toward the darkness of the circle. For to the Chokonen four was the most sacred number.





Northward

THE NIGHT WAS ALIVE. Mice scampered through the grass; snakes and lizards wriggled across the sand. Fireflies glittered among the bushes, and owls hunted for prey in the darkness, their wings beating noiselessly. But Son-of-Thunder slept beside a small fire. At last he could rest.

The next morning he took a bite of the food he brought with him, drank the rest of the water in the leather bag, rose, and set off for home. He ran as before, but he was in no hurry now. He did not get out of breath, no sweat ran down his back. Steadily and easily he ran northward in his soft moccasins.

 


Those gigantic Sierra Madre! Their summits touched the sky, and dense forests filled the deep valleys. Son-of-Thunder followed ridges and creek beds, ran between steep rock faces through narrow ravines.

He knew this was the land of the Nedni,4 but he was not afraid of coming across them, not afraid of being discovered by their sentries. For Chokonen and Nedni were of the same blood.

Maybe they know I am here, he thought, maybe they are watching me run north at this moment.

Then he thought about the past, about his own boyhood days when the white-eyes and the Mexicans had waged war against each other. They had drawn an invisible frontier through the N’de land from east to west and made a map. They said that the Dragoon and Chiricahua Mountains, the Chokonen homeland, were part of the United States, and that the Sierra Madre belonged to Mexico.

But the Chokonen hunted and gathered in the Dragoon and Chiricahua Mountains long before the white-eyes knew they were there, thought Son-of-Thunder, and the Mexicans never dare to come into the Sierra Madre to fight the Nedni.

And while he ran, he thought of someone else who had run too, an old woman from the Rain Valley in the east, where Son-of-Thunder had been born one night during a thunderstorm. On the very first day of his life the N’de camp in the Rain Valley had been attacked by Mexican soldiers. Only Son-of-Thunder and the old woman had survived. She had run northward for several days toward the Chiricahua Mountains with the feverish newborn boy in her arms, until at last she managed to get to Nachi, Son-of-Thunder’s uncle and the chief of the Chokonen.

Son-of-Thunder had grown up with Nachi and his two wives, Little Beaver and Rain Woman. Cochise was the son of Nachi and Rain Woman, and although he was a man when Son-of-Thunder was a little boy, the two of them were like brothers. Now Nachi was no more, and Cochise was chief.

The Chokonen roamed around in small groups. They stayed for a long time in some places; in others for only a few days. They hunted and gathered, following the seasons and the movements of game. They often went on raids or fought with other tribes, and like other N’de, were called Apache by their enemies.5

 


On the third morning, Son-of-Thunder ran down from the mountains and passed by the Mexican town of San Bernardino without being seen. In the evening he crossed the invisible frontier. He thought of the vision Black Thunder had sent him under the overhang, of the fair-haired son of the white-eyes who had sat on a rock in a river.

The vision must be an omen of times to come, thought Son-of-Thunder, and at once felt uneasy.

He did not know whether he had been given a good or a bad omen.





The Boy

IN THE LOVELY SONOITA VALLEY to the north, a herd of cattle grazed peacefully in a meadow. The fair-haired boy sat on a rock in the Sonoita River and kept guard over them. He rested his chin on a long stick he had pushed down into the stony riverbed. Around him the yellow-brown water slid slowly along.

The boy was twelve years old. He caught sight of his mother and his little sister up by the unpainted houses of the farm. They were on their way to the clothesline near the barn. His mother was small and strong, and she carried the heavy tub with freshly washed clothes on her shoulder. Her long, black hair almost reached her waist. She put the tub down on the ground and started to hang up the clothes. The boy could hear her singing.

“She never sings when he’s at home,” he mumbled, thinking of his stepfather.

There were fish in the river, but he did not dare start fishing now. He had to keep watch over the cattle.

“Make sure they stay on this side of the river,” his stepfather had said, sitting there in his wagon, big and strong, glaring down at the boy with his cold eyes. “God help you if they aren’t here when I get home.”

“I’ll make sure they are, Father. I’ll take good care of them.”

Then his stepfather had slapped the two horses on the back with the long reins, the wagon started to move, and he was off to Tubac to trade and get drunk.

He’s not my father, thought the boy as he sat on the rock. If my real father were alive, he would’ve put a fence beside the river so I could go to Tubac with him.

But his real father had died many years ago, and the boy could only dimly recall a pair of lively blue eyes, a curly red mane of hair, hearty laughter, and the smell of pipe tobacco. He remembered how his father once lifted him up to the ceiling in a log cabin. That was all. And afterward the boy and his sister and their mother had traveled from town to town. They had met a big bearded man in Tubac and his mother had married him. A few weeks later, he had bought the farm they lived in now.

The boy was not happy in the Sonoita Valley. He had no one his own age to play with; the nearest neighbors lived several miles away. And he knew that Apache Indians roamed around up in the mountains. The previous farmer had moved when the Apache stole his whole herd of cattle one morning while he was asleep.

A dove cooed on the other side of the river. The boy turned round but could not see it either in the willow trees or the low brush.

October was nearly over. There was a chill in the air. The crests of the ridges and distant mountain chains stood out in sharp profile against the clear autumn sky. The grass was yellow, and the boy dreaded the winter.

It was not the snow and cold he dreaded, but his stepfather’s temper. During the rest of the year his stepfather was often away from the farm, out hunting, cutting timber, or traveling to Tubac or Tucson. But when winter came, he would stay at home for several months, and the boy, his sister, and their mother would spend their days in fear of the stepfather’s sudden outbursts of temper. Last winter, just after New Year’s, his stepfather had given the boy a thrashing for practically nothing. The boy had taken refuge in the barn, and his mother had gone out to comfort him and dry his tears.

“I hate him!” the boy had cried. “Why did you marry such a man, Mother?! Why did you do it?!”

And he remembered his mother’s reply: “We had to eat, my son. It’s no good for a woman with two children to try to live here without a man.”

And now she had not only two children but three. For in a crib up in the farmhouse lay a tiny baby, four months old, asleep under warm blankets.

You’re lucky, you are, thought the boy on the rock, you don’t know yet what kind of father you have.

His mother and sister had finished with the washing. On their way back from the clothesline to the house, they stopped to wave to him. He waved back.

“Is everything all right?” called his mother.

“Yes, everything’s under control!” he called back.

“Nancy will bring you something to eat soon.”

“Thanks, Mother.”

The cattle were grazing right down by the riverbank now. It was a fine day, and the boy saw a scrub jay circling above the treetops in a grove behind the house. The dove cooed again.

Just at this moment life isn’t so bad, after all, he thought. His stepfather was in Tubac, his mother was singing, and soon his sister would come to bring him his lunch. He was hungry and looked forward to it.
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