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“En las malas se conocen a los amigos.”




Part 1




CHAPTER 1


Village of Montenegro: Northern Mexico, circa 1865


THE BINOCULARS CAME INTO PRIETO’S possession when he and his friend, Pablo, were both but fifteen years old.


Prieto Guillermo came across them while riding his burro along the Mexican side of the Rio Grande. It was his daily journey for firewood with his leather bags draped across the back of his burro. The village leathermaker, Señor Trujillo, made them sturdy and sized for Chico’s small back. The cowhide leather tote bags were double-stitched with rawhide. Mr. Trujillo’s unique lacing pattern was handed down from his father. The weave was so tightly sewn, it was known to hold water. Prieto always rode Chico down to the river and then led him back to the village with a small load of wood and sticks for his madre. Prieto noticed the bright reflection from some distance as he guided his stunted burro along the river trail. It was highly possible that the shiny object was tied to a human being. The Rio Grande was a constant lure for northern gringo outlaws and others who were on the run from the law. Once across the shallow depths of the river, immunity from being pursued and caught was informally granted to those who could survive on the southern side. Generally, they laid low until their provisions began to run out. Only then did they venture into the sparse sprinkling of small towns and villages scattered up and down the river. The villagers never asked questions of their guests, and they rarely gave out information on how or why they came. Prieto had seen several of these types come into their village from time to time. He did not like the way they looked around with their roving eyes while sitting on their horses. It did not go without notice that they all seemed to have a holstered gun on their side or a rifle in a saddle scabbard. Some of their riggings appeared to be stolen and were of better quality than their clothing. They were always given water and something to eat but were never welcomed to stay. He noticed they never seemed to look people in the eye when they were talking and paid particular notice to any and all of the females that walked by. The guns in his village, or at least the ones he ever saw, were few and far between. He often wondered what would happen if one of these men ever pulled his gun out in the village.


Mexican bandits running from the Federales would generally stay fairly close to the border once they crossed the river to the Texas side. One of their biggest fears was being seen by some ranch cowboy riding fence line close to the river. Their clothing and even their saddles drew immediate attention from a fence rider on the Texas side of the river.


Prieto slipped off his burro and walked slowly toward the object in the distance, shining as the sun’s rays bore down. He pulled his hat down further to dampen the sun. The much-worn old hat was given to him by his father, Emilio Guillermo. His father had finally earned a little extra money to purchase a new one from his seasonal work. Mr. Guillermo helped an old farmer from time to time across the river. His father’s days were long and full of toil under the relentless sun and low wages. Mr. Deets farmed about forty acres of decent bottomland about a mile north of the river. He was too old and broken down to walk all day behind two mules pulling an old plow. He paid Mr. Guillermo twenty cents a day to work from sunup to sundown. That wage also included unhitching the team at the end of each workday, wiping them down, watering them, and putting out their feed for the day. He always made quite a presentation of giving Mr. Guillermo his twenty cents before he left to walk back home in the dark.


“Now, where did I put my money bag?” he would always say while reaching into his pocket. “I know that you like to get your cash money every day when you are done working. Well, I ain’t never got no problem with that as long as you turn in a good day’s work for me. How far did you get today with them mules?”


“I get about this many rows, señor,” holding up all ten fingers.


“Why can’t you just learn to speak English and count in English? How many rows did you get yesterday?”


“I get the same yesterday, señor. The ground is very hard. I do not want to hurt your mules. I try not to use all they have so they can work again tomorrow after they rest.”


Then Mr. Deets would hand Mr. Guillermo his twenty cents. “Well, I suppose you earned your money today. Don’t get snakebit going to your house in the dark or drowned in that river. I ain’t got nobody else that will help me out here on this damn place in this wretched, forsaken land. Them planting rows don’t get plowed by their self, and my corn and hay don’t get planted by itself neither. Hay and corn, that is all I got to feed these mules so they will work. Without my hay and corn, I can’t keep my four cows and bull a-going. If I don’t make no corn and hay, there ain’t going to be no calves to sell in Rosario come spring. You just keep on a-coming over here until I tell you different, Mr. Guillermo. As long as you keep on working hard and it rains, I will keep a-paying you your twenty cents. And when that sun starts to come up there in the east tomorrow, I want them mules already hitched.”


“Sí, señor, I will be here.”


Now, it had been one full year since Mr. Guillermo’s death. Prieto thought about him every day, especially on his firewood runs to the river.


“If I do not come to our house from working the Señor Deet’s land, send Santiago across the river to find me,” his papa would always say. “Maybe I get bit by the dark snakes that swim in the river, or maybe the chupacabra come flying down and catch me and take me to its nest, yes?” Then he would hug Prieto and laugh. “I am getting older, but I am much too fast for the chupacabra to ever catch me.”


ONE DAY, MR. GUILLERMO DID not come home as the sun was going down. Prieto became very fearful as he stood looking from an outcrop, waiting to see when his father crossed the river. He always watched him come across and then would run to tell his madre so she could prepare him hot food. By the time he told his madre and Santiago was notified, it was dark. Santiago wrapped a long piece of cowhide stripping to a mesquite limb and rubbed it good with bear fat from a jar on Adelina’s shelf. Prieto watched him light the cowhide on fire as he mounted and headed toward the river. When he did return, the moon was full. Prieto was pacing on the outcrop looking down toward the river when he saw the lighted torch moving along the river. Prieto’s heart began to race as he watched Santiago approach. He could see the shape of a man draped across his saddle. Somehow, he knew it was his father.


Tears began to fill his eyes as Santiago approached slowly on his horse. Prieto turned and ran toward his house. Bursting through the old wooden door, he ran to his madre, sitting in her chair. “It is mi papa. I think maybe he is dead. Santiago has him on his horse,” he blurted out in tears.


His madre wrapped him in her arms and cried tears into his hair as she held him. Slowly she walked to the door and held his hand, pulling him along. Santiago sat quietly on his horse as she opened the door. She could see Mr. Guillermo draped across the saddle. In the fading light of the torch, she could see drops of blood dripping from his head.


Santiago wiped tears away from his weathered face as he looked at Ms. Guillermo and young Prieto. “It was the steel plow. Maybe something make the mules afraid while he was checking the plow. Maybe it was the lion of the mountains. They pull the plow into him and run a long way. I find him a little while ago. I am sorry, and it makes me very sad.”


PRIETO LOVED HIS FATHER’S OLD hat and liked to smell the hatband. He could still smell the pungent remnants of sweat from his papa. The holes allowed a little air to cool his head with his abundant head of black hair. He punched holes in both sides along the brim. Taking the longest strands of hair from his burro’s tail and braiding them together, he laced them through the holes in the hat. He cut a small piece of hollow cane from the tall stands along the river. It was abundant in certain places along both sides of the river where it became flat and placid after dropping sharply down through the steep canyons with their enormously high rock walls. He tied ball knots on both ends of the braid and could slide the hollowed cane piece up and down to keep the hat snug on his head. He could also flip the hat onto his back before the sun got up or pull it down on his head and cinch it up tight when the wind whistled down through the canyons in the fall and winter.


Prieto paused and listened intently from about three hundred feet away from the object still glistening in the sun. Yet, except for the sound of his own heart beating and the steady breathing of his burro, he did not hear or see anything out of the ordinary. He always watched his Chico’s ears. They were in constant motion, quick to pick up on the slightest sound. Sometimes, even a grasshopper or a yellow-headed lizard moving slowly would catch his attention. Never bucking or braying, he would simply focus his ears and eyes straight in toward the sound and stop. Prieto would sometimes quickly spot the movement and sometimes not. He would scratch his burro on the neck and purr to him.


“It is all right, Chico. It is only a bug. We can go now,” he would say quietly.


With a gentle touch of both feet, the burro would begin to move forward.


The red-tailed hawk flying above did not betray any movement below. Slowly, Prieto began to move, leading his burro behind him. Quietly he purred to him in steady whirls of his tongue, calming the small animal whose kin were constantly on the lookout for predators, mostly the large mountain lions that traveled broad ranges in the area plus an occasional jaguar passing through.


When he was within one hundred feet of the object, he could easily make out the looking-glass binoculars. Maybe a soldier from the U.S. Cavalry had left them there. They had routinely patrolled the area in the past on the Texas side of the border. Prieto heard that some of them ventured to the Mexico side of the river in search of the Mexican blackbird whores in some of the villages south of Montenegro and maybe a little mezcal or corn beer.


Prieto slowly picked the binoculars up and looked through the big lenses first. The leather wrapping was sun weathered and cracked. Everything looked small and distorted as he peered through them. He turned them around and looked through the smaller lenses. Scanning the ridge above him, he could make out the seeds on top of the tall grasses on the cliff top. When he began to rotate the small wheel in the middle, the grasses became crisp and he could see things very clearly from long distance. He slipped the leather harness attached to them over his hat and onto his neck. Prieto could not believe his lucky find.


No one in the village had such a thing in their possession. Mostly just pretty rocks and Apache arrowheads they found. One was still attached to the arrow shaft and still firmly embedded between the shoulder blades of a sun-bleached skeleton on the banks of the river. The skull still had remnants of scraggly black hair. No one from the village had ever talked about moving the skeleton and rarely talked about it. Some in the village feared the person killed with the arrow was a fantasma, and anyone disturbing the remains would be haunted by his presence, especially during a full moon.


IT WAS IN THE VILLAGE of Montenegro by the old tree that Pablo de la Rosa, Prieto’s friend, first saw the binoculars. He said nothing, only passingly glanced Prieto’s way when he was showing them to the others who were sitting on the wooden benches in the evening. Pablo never said a word to anyone about the desire to own the binoculars. He simply knew he would take them by force if necessary, and no one in the village would challenge him. His fierce half-Mexican, half-Apache blood boiled in a moment with little to no encouragement. Even at fifteen, his equal hate for both the Mexicans and the Apaches was strong. Born of an Apache father and a Mexican mother, he was a half-breed and was openly despised and somewhat feared by the village elders. Taller and more muscular than all of the boys his age in the village, he showed no fear of anyone below him or above him in age. His high cheekbones and distinguished nose were not of the Mexican people.


The long-running warring and hostage taking between Mexico and the Apache rose up from time to time and had been going on for three hundred years.


Pablo’s mother, along with six more women, were captured by the Apache while gathering firewood for the cooking in the village along the river. After two years in the Apache village, she was the only one who survived. As for the other five women, the constant beatings by the Apache women and mistreatment by the braves left them with no hope, self-respect, or will to live. Four opened their veins at the same time after taking a pact to end their misery. In their eyes, it was the only decision that was in their control.


While the village slept, the fifth slipped off into the night to the edge of the box canyon gorge a mile or so away. Crying and angry as she made her way along the steep trail upward, she swore at the world for being alive. She stood overlooking the deep gorge, fully lighted by the moon. She reflected long about her previous life and her husband.


Why has he not come to my rescue? Perhaps he could not find his way, she reasoned.


Now, after such a time that she had been held captive and the relentless nighttime visits by the spirited Apache braves, she felt even if she were to be set free and somehow found her way back to her home, her husband would turn his back on such a forever-tarnished woman. At dawn, she stepped off the steep cliff into the abyss below.


Pablo’s madre was primarily left untouched by the village braves. She became the property of Two Wolves, the chief’s son. Stronger and much taller than the rest, he took an early interest in her and took his pleasures with her whenever he desired. With a strong desire to stay alive at all costs, she kept her head down in an act of servitude when he came around. Never speaking, she only responded by moving when he motioned her to do so. She listened with disgust to his grunting and groaning on many daytime and nighttime visits. She always felt filthy and violated after he left. She wished secretly to cut off his man parts in his sleep if she had a knife and could summon the courage to do so. However, she stayed relatively free from harm other than a routine swat with a pleated rawhide quirt carried by most of the women in the village. She never understood their constant screeching but did get the basic intent with their finger-pointing and laughter. The toothless old women made her the angriest. Faces wrinkled and dark with serpent-like eyes, dark and venomous when it came to her. She did not ask or want to be here.


During two years of captivity, her escape plots never seemed to take root. When she began to show, Two Wolves noticed and would routinely pat her on the stomach and point to himself and spit out some Apache gibberish and smile. She was generally fed well as the time approached by orders of Two Wolves. Her appetite was ravenous, and she accepted anything that was brought to the cedar-covered wikiup. There were no attendants when it was her time to deliver. She pushed with all of her might through many hours of labor and tried not to make any type of sound that would draw unwanted attention from the women. The contractions were sometimes severe as the sweat poured. Two Wolves left her a skin bag of water hanging on the center pole, which she would occasionally drink from when the contractions receded. Her labor lasted most of the night. Her baby was born at sunup with a very slight breeze passing into the door and sides of the wikiup. It was comforting on her wet skin. Her breasts were full, and the baby readily began to suckle as she guided his mouth to her nipple. She cradled his body in her arms as he nursed. She knew that this child’s life would not be that of a normal child in this village or in her village if she ever made it back. He would not be welcome at either one as a half-breed, especially being half-Apache and half-Mexican. The Apaches were sworn enemies of most if not all of the Mexican people on the border. Their fierce and relentless raids on the Mexican villages saw an untold number of hostages taken. Some were killed, but most were used by the Apaches to work.


She had no immediate attachment to him as her motherly instinct kicked in to feed him. If she left him there and escaped, they would probably kill him. The Mexicans would not kill him but might not fully accept him if they knew his origins. She had been gone long enough that her husband would know this child was not his. For now, she decided she would take care of the baby and try and make sure that he remained safe.


She knew she and her young son could only escape when most of the fighting-age braves were gone from the encampment for a period of time. There were always the ever-watchful eyes and ears of the village dogs and the handful of old men and young boys left with the village when the others left. She left quietly one day when all of the women and children left the village to gather firewood. She could hear the women laughing and some of the children singing as they walked. She listened carefully until she could hear no sounds in the village. They seemed to forget she was in the wikiup, or maybe they believed it would be better if she escaped and died on the trail with her baby. She grabbed a handful of dried venison and the water sack. Slipping out of the wikiup while the baby boy slept, she scoured two wikiups. Her double leather sandals were the ones she was captured in. They were well worn but still usable. She found the cedar cradle board in the second wikiup. She could secure her young son inside and then strap it to her back for better carrying than in her arms. She would have to climb in rocky, cactus-filled terrain. The water bag could be refilled along the river. Her health was relatively good after two years in the Apache village. She slowly opened the leather flap on Two Wolves’s wikiup door and peered outside. There were no dogs, people, or horses to be seen. Even though it was mid-morning, it would be her only chance. If they caught her, they might kill her and the boy. If she made it out of the village, the terrain and elements might do the same thing. Thankfully, the baby slept as she eased out of the hut and disappeared. She knew that the group that captured her headed el oeste toward the setting sun for two days before arriving at this village. Her father had taught her how to tell directions at a very young age. Pointing her right arm toward the early morning sun, she knew that was el este, her left arm pointed straight out was el oeste, her nose would be pointing norte, and her back was toward the sur.


She headed due el este. If it took two days by horse, she figured it would take her four to five days by foot and carrying a child to get back in the vicinity of Montenegro. She thought she could tell the shape of the mountain from afar if she could ever see it. If she made it home with the child, the reaction of her husband and the village was far from certain.




CHAPTER 2


PRIETO HEARD THE WHIR of the rope much too late as it landed and pulled tightly over his arms. The braided cowhide rope, once thrown, pulled up tight on anything it landed on. He was yanked off his burro and pulled a few feet before he heard the unmistakable voice of Pablo de la Rosa.


“Como estas, Señor Prieto? I have been waiting for you for a while this morning. Maybe you have not been waiting for me, but I have been waiting for you.”


Pablo threw the tail of the rope over a low-hanging juniper limb and slowly pulled him to his feet.


“Stand up, señor. Stand up. I want to see what you have there.”


Prieto struggled to his feet and lunged at Pablo. Pablo began to laugh uncontrollably. “Oh, so you want to make fight with me, yes? I want to make fight too. Let me take off this rope, señor, and see what happens when we make fight. I think you will not like what I do to you. Maybe you be mi puta, my little whore, no? Or maybe I just cut off your ears.”


Before he released the rope, he quickly picked up a handful of dirt and threw it into Prieto’s eyes. Prieto began to flail about wildly as Pablo freed him from the rope. Pablo laughed heartily as Prieto swung wildly at the air.


“Señor, you look like you are swinging at a piñata.”


Suddenly, Prieto felt a large blow to his head from behind. He fell instantly, and, barely conscious, felt the warm flow of blood oozing from his skull. Pablo leaned over him.


“You no like my fight, señor? I like my fight.”


He pulled out his large hunting knife and pulled it across the hairs on his arm. “Oh, Señor Prieto, this knife, this knife, she is very sharp. I think she is very hungry for your ears.”


He quickly sliced off each ear at the skull. Blood gushed as Prieto screamed in pain reaching up slowly to cover the holes.


“Now maybe, Señor Prieto, you remember your friend Pablo when you want to make fight, no? I take your looking glass, señor. I need them more than you do. Here, I leave your little ears with you on this rock. Maybe your madre can sew them back on again if you get to the village quick. Maybe they put a little mezcal on them and she sew them on with some horse tail. Oh . . . and, Prieto, I think this means we are no longer friends, yes? I was never really your friend. I think that maybe you no like me because I am half-Mexican and half-Apache. I never like you or that donkey you are riding. You are nearly as big as him, señor. If you ever come to make fight with me, I will not be so good next time.”


Pablo grabbed Prieto by the hair and his head up to face him.


“Look at me, señor. I said, look at me, señor.” Prieto, stunned and half-conscious, blinked his eyes toward Pablo.


“That is good, señor. Look at me to my eyes. The next time you try and make fight with me, I will cut off your head.”


Turning Prieto’s bleeding head toward the river, Pablo smiled.


“You see hombre, this river is just like me. It never stops. See how the water runs? It comes from a hole in the ground up in the mountains, yes? Nothing can stop it, señor, and nothing stops Pablo. Do not ever tell anyone in the village that it was me that cut off your ears, señor. I will be listening and I will know. Then, then it will not be good for you. First, I will kill your burro and hang his head at your door. Then, I kill your madre and then I kill you. If that stinking papa of yours was still alive, I would kill him too. You cried like a baby when he died. And why did he die early to his grave? He die early to his grave because he worked for that stupid man across the river for nothing. That is why he die early to his grave. He was a stupid man, your father. When they ask who cut off your ears, señor, you tell them it was a bandit. I never see this bandit you say. He . . . he was like the cat of the mountains that comes from behind. You tell them that it was Gato Montes, the cat of the mountain, that cut off your ears. You tell them you never see this Gato Montes because he hits from behind. Now, I want you to pick up your ears and get back on your donkey. Maybe he can carry you back to the village if he has no firewood in the bags today. Remember what I tell you. You must never tell anyone, señor. My knife will be hungry for you.”


Pablo laughed as Prieto slowly managed to get on his feet. The flow of blood from his skull was starting to subside slowly, but he had lost quite a bit of blood. He located his ears and put them in his pocket as Pablo screeched with laugher. He laughed thinking about how Prieto’s new ears would look when his madre sewed them back on. For now, he would have to beat Prieto back to the village and make sure that no one ever saw the binoculars and to hide them in a safe place. He left Prieto and his donkey all alone as he headed back up to the village.


A few of the children first saw Prieto as Chico carried him into the village. He was leaned over Chico’s neck. There were bloodstains on both sides of the donkey’s neck and on Prieto’s face and clothes. The children ran to the old tree screaming.


“Prieto has lost his ears,” one screamed. “He is bleeding badly. Go get his madre to come quickly. She must help him.”


One of the village men ran up to the donkey.


“Oh, Señor Prieto. What have they done to you?”


He quickly grabbed him off the donkey and ran carrying him toward his mother’s house. He could hear Prieto moaning and trying to speak as he ran.


“What is that you say, Prieto? Are you trying to say something?”


“My ears, they are in my wood bag. Don’t lose my ears.”


The man carrying Prieto got to his madre’s door just as she opened it.


“What has happened to my Prieto? Has he been shot? There is so much blood on him.”


“No, señora, he has no ears. Someone has cut off his ears. I don’t know. He tells me his ears are in his wood bag. I will go back to get them.”


“Quickly, get him inside quickly so we can stop the bleeding. You go back and find his ears. Maybe we can sew them back on, but we must hurry. Let me wrap his head and then lay him on the bed there.”


“Mama, can you sew back on my ears?” Prieto moaned.


“Yes, we sew them back on. Who did this thing to you? Who would cut off your ears? Such a person should not be allowed to live. Who did this to you, Prieto?”


“I do not remember, Mama. I never see him.”


“What do you mean, you never see him? Was he a fantasma? You have had to see something, Prieto. You must tell me.”


“I do not know, maybe he was a bandit or something.”


“Prieto, why would a bandit cut off your ears? Why would any man cut off your ears? Whoever did this is very evil. Did he say nothing at all?”


“He say, I am like the Cat of the Mountain or Gato Montes. Like the mountain lion that hits from behind. That is what he says.”


“If your papa was still alive, he would go and kill him. May Dios rest his soul. He would hunt him down and kill him. I will do it myself if I have to. I swear I will. Right now, you must rest.”


“My head, it is light. I do not think too well, Mama.”


“There now, Prieto, you just rest. You have lost a little blood. That is all. The man is coming with your ears. I will stitch them back on where they will be as good as new, okay? I will clean the blood away from your eyes and face.”


The man who had retrieved the ears knocked on her door. “Señora, I have his ears. Can I bring them in?”


“Yes, señor, you can bring them in.”


“There are many people outside that want to see him. Do you want to let them in?”


“No, do not let them into my house. All they want to see is a young boy that got his ears cut off. He is my Prieto, and I will not have that. Just stay for a little while and help me get them cleaned, and I will sew them back on. My Prieto will be normal again. Please clean them with the mezcal there on the table.”


The old man cleaned each ear with a cloth dipped in mezcal and laid them close to Prieto. Prieto slowly opened his eyes and turned to look at them. He immediately began to scream.


“Prieto, you must stay calm. Screaming is not going to help me sew your ears back on. I promise to make you look like you did before. I promise.


“Señor, please hand me one of his ears.”


She carefully sutured them both on with horsehair and a saddle maker’s needle. Prieto winced in pain as each stitch was pulled. It took her the better part of two hours to get both ears sewed back on.


“Well now, Prieto, look for yourself,” she said as she handed him a small mirror. “Your ears look as good as new.”


Prieto slowly took the mirror and brought it to his face.


“See Prieto, my angel, your ears. They look as good as new.”


Prieto looked at each ear for a moment and could see the horsehair sutures tied in a little knot at the end of each stitch. “They do not look the same as before. Maybe the others will laugh at me.”


“There will be a little scar, but it will not be bad to look at, Prieto. I will take out the stitches in a little while when your ears have grown back to your head. We must keep them clean and free from the infection every day. Do you understand? That means that you will stay in the house where it is clean. No going outside for a while.”


After two weeks, the right ear appeared to be healing perfectly all the way around. The left ear developed an infection on the lower half after about two weeks as pus began to ooze out between the horsehair sutures.


Prieto cried when his madre told him that the bottom part of his left ear must be removed or the infection could spread to all of his ear and then to other parts of his body.


“Prieto, it is better that we cut the bad part away and not let it make the rest of your body bad. After all, it is just a little piece of flesh. You will never miss it. Just like Santiago, the keeper of the cattle. He takes a piece out of each of the calf ears on the left side when they are very little. That way we can tell that they belong to the village. Just like you.”


Afterward, Pablo ridiculed him from time to time when he saw him outside and no one was around.


“Como estas uno y medio Prieto? How do you like your one and a half ears, amigo? Does it make your head heavier on one side? You like to make fight with me, señor? I do not think your madre can sew your head back on, señor. No, I do not.” Pablo said quietly. He could hardly contain his laughter.


“Maybe when I cut off your head, she can sew it on backward and you can see me before the cat of the mountain ropes you again, yes? You make me laugh too much, señor.”




CHAPTER 3


4th Cavalry Regiment, Fort Concho (Texas) circa 1872 190 miles north of Montenegro, Mexico


CAPTAIN VASSAR GOLDEN EYED THE five newly sworn-in recruits with a weary look. “Step forward when I call your name and stand before my desk. Pig Green?”


“Yes sir. I am Pig Green.” The young man was squat in stature with very broad shoulders. His blond hair hung uncombed over his eyes beneath his large-brimmed hat. His boots came up to his knees. His trousers sagged outward at the waist, supported only by two strands of rope for suspenders.


“How did you get a name like Pig? Your hair certainly looks like a pigsty. I reckon it fits your name.”


“My mama and daddy just took to calling me Pig since I was a youngin.”


“Maybe properly so. Why did you sign up for service in the U.S. Cavalry?”


“Jobs been scarce back home in Tennessee since the end of the war, sir. I just been taking anything I can get to make a living.”


“So, you rode all the way from Tennessee to get to this outpost in the middle of nowhere? Do you have any idea what you have signed up for, Mr. Pig?”


“Not really, sir. But I can ride a horse really good and use a rope. I can shoot a squirrel out of a tree from right smart a distance.”


“Well, Mr. Pig. That kind of shooting might come in handy someday in our outfit. Might need a squirrel shooter some time to feed the group.”


Captain Golden called the other four young men up to his desk.


“Raise your hand when I call out your name. Lester Archibald?”


“Here, sir.”


“Tree Smith?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Cedar Jones?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Benjamin C. Harris?”


“Here, sir.”


“What does the C in your name stand for, Benjamin?”


The young man looked nervously at the floor.


“I asked what the C stands for in your name son?”


“Well sir, it stands for Connie.”


“Connie? Is that not a girl’s name, Benjamin Harris? “


“No sir. Well, maybe it is. That is what they named me. I can’t help that, sir.”


“I ain’t making fun of your name. It is just we got us a Pig, a Tree, and a Connie. Your names will not make you any more or less of fighting men. They are just names. My name is Captain Vassar Golden. I am afraid the engagement you signed up for is likely to be fraught with unpleasantries. You will spend most of your time aboard the back of a horse. Our motto is Prepared and Loyal, and that you will be, at all times. You will take great care of your mount at all times. That means your mount is fed twice per day, curried, and brushed. Inspect and clean all four hooves every morning before you saddle up and every evening when you take off your saddle. You will wipe down your mount before you saddle up and check the girth for burrs. I want your mount’s manes and tails to be combed out daily respectable of a fighting military man. Do I make myself clear?”


“Yes sir, Captain,” the recruits responded.


“Why do you need to show such respect and attention to your mounts, you might ask? You are now part of the United States’ mounted cavalry. The main forces we will be engaging in the Llano Estacado region are the Comanche Indians. The land they occupy is the Comancheria. They are perhaps one of the greatest fighting forces known to man, especially on a horse. They can outride us, outlast us when there is no food or water. Why? Because they have horses. They have a lot of horses. Your horses, gentlemen, are the only thing between living and dying on the plains. At this moment, we have just over one hundred men besides you. Some of them are out on reconnaissance now, and they are damn sure not on foot. They are on U.S. Cavalry–issued horses.


“Each of you will be issued a uniform, knife, bedroll, canteen, revolver and carbine, shells, and a gun cleaning kit. Keep your weapons well-oiled and in a state of preparedness at all times. Your lives may very well depend on it. Beyond your compatriots, your mounts and your weapons are your best hope for survival out here on the plains. The war between the North and the South is over, gentlemen, for some time now. I don’t want it brought up out here, no matter which side of the fence you or your family was on. I personally do not give a rat’s tail about it. A lot of soldiers died on both sides of that damn war, and it will not carry over for one minute out here. Our objective is to stop the Comanches from marauding and killing anyone that comes into their territory. I am afraid we are tasked with the dreadful and dangerous task of hunting them down and moving them to a place our federal government has set aside for them, the federal government all of you are now employed by. It does not matter what I think or what you think about the sanity of that task. That is our task, and it will not be shirked. Based on our past confrontations, they will engage us heavily. We will lose men. We have already lost several over the course of the last year. I am sure they will lose more. That, gentlemen, is what you signed up for. Are there any questions?”


Captain Golden looked at each one of the men, perhaps to gauge their level of tenacity just by looking at their eyes. He never trusted men that kept just a slight wrinkle of a little smile on their face when he was speaking. His stern gaze froze on Lester Archibald.


“Is there something particularly funny, Private Archibald? You seem to be smiling about something. Why don’t you share it with us?”


“I was just smiling a little bit because I can’t wait to kill me an Indian. I been wanting to kill me one for a long time.”


Captain Golden’s complexion fermented to a bright red as he jumped out of his chair. He walked over and stood in front of the young recruit.


“Look at me in the eyes, Private.” The veins in his forehead were bulging below his mighty eyebrows. “I do not know what you are made of or what you are capable of. If I see you smiling again like that, I swear I will slap it off of your damn little twit of a face. You got that?” Flecks of spit flew out of his mouth under his mustache.


“First of all, these folks we are engaging are indeed Plains Indians, and they are not the only tribe out there, you can rest assured. They are also people, just like you, Private. They hunt for food, make their own clothes, and live completely off of the land. They are the very worthiest of opponents. My greatest wish is that we did not have to fight them. Do they kill? Yes, indeed they kill, torture too. They are pretty much masters at torturing, you might say. They might cut your guts open and put them on a campfire while you are tied to a post and still alive. They might pull your guts out and let their dogs eat them up while you watch. They have been known to castrate men and cook their privates on the fire, just like you do bull calves at a roundup. Barbaric and savage, you might say so. They will defend their lands to the death, Private. It is not because they particularly want to kill you, it’s because they want to dissuade others from coming into their Comancheria, by any means necessary. I have personally seen our kind do things to other people we don’t need to particularly be proud of. If you have to kill, that person is never going to breathe air again. Always remember that. Ain’t no glory in killing.”


He looked at each of the other recruits. The tall one was called Tree Smith, and the smaller-in-stature, white-haired one was called Cedar Jones. Both stared straight ahead without emotion. The tall one was massive in frame and stood well over six feet five inches tall. He appeared to weigh well over 275 pounds with large hands and very large feet in particular. His flaming red hair hung to his collar. His beard was unkempt and hung to the base of his neck. He was definitely a man of impressive size and showed no outward signs of fear or any type of emotion for that matter.


The white-haired one called Cedar Jones stared straight ahead as the sergeant came and stood in front of him.


“I have never seen a man your age with white hair, Private.”


Cedar Jones said nothing, just stared straight ahead.


“You come to kill an Indian, Private Jones?”


“I come to serve in the U.S. Cavalry, Captain.”


“How old are you, Private Jones?”


“I am eighteen years old.”


“What about you, Private Tree Bigfoot Smith? You come to kill you an Indian? With feet that big, you could probably just step on one. You aim to do a bunch of killing down here, Private?”


Tree Smith knew he had probably acquired a new nickname that would follow him without mercy for the rest of his days. He was always somewhat ashamed of his oversized feet and hands, but there was nothing he could do about it.


“I asked you a question, Bigfoot. You aim to do a bunch of killing? You’re just itching to kill you one of them Indians like Private Archibald there wants to do?”


Tree stared down at the captain and looked deep into his eyes.


“I just joined the cavalry, Captain. That’s all. I don’t want to have to kill nobody.”


“You ever kill anyone, Private? You ever seen a man die before?”


“Yes sir. I have.”


The captain looked surprised by the response. “You are saying you really did kill someone?”


“Yes, sir.”


“I am sorry, Private. When you take someone’s life, men, it is gone forever. They are never to breathe God’s breath of life again. Gone. They are gone. We will take no pleasure in killing if we are forced to do so. Our goal is to engage peacefully if possible. Of course, out here, that is rarely possible.


“We will be leaving Fort Concho very shortly. We will be following the Concho River north to its headwaters, continuing toward the big spring and then further northward toward Mushaway Mountain in Borden County in the Llano Estacado. The men currently on reconnaissance are expected to return in a day or so. When we leave, there will be thirty men in the patrol with us, and the remainder will stay to guard the fort and get some much-needed rest. There have been previous scouting reports of a large encampment of Quahadi Comanches at the base of Mushaway Mountain. That is about seven days’ ride from here. We believe they are trading with the Comancheros who are coming to and from Santa Fe, New Mexico. We are liable to run into them at any point along the way. Plenty of places to ambush us. Those cutthroats are running guns and horses to the Comanche as well as any beeves they steal along the way.


“Now, get settled in the barracks, and you will be issued your mount and all of your equipment this afternoon. See the quartermaster at his office. We will see who can ride and who can shoot a gun tomorrow. I will be designating two more scouts that will ride ahead of the troop and report back with frequency. The scouts out now have been gone a while and are in need of rest. I am quite sure none of you are quite suitable for this task. If you would like to volunteer for this assignment, see me shortly in my quarters. Dismissed, gentlemen.”




CHAPTER 4


CAPTAIN GOLDEN HAD ONLY BEEN sitting at his desk in his quarters for a short period of time when he heard the tap on the door.


“Come in,” he said.


He looked surprised to see Private Tree Smith and Private Cedar Jones enter the door. Private Smith had to duck his head to get under the door header board.


“Gentlemen, I assume you need to speak to me. Not wanting to get out of the cavalry this early, are you? You just joined.”


Private Tree Smith looked at him from under his hat with piercing eyes.


“I want to sign up for the scouting duty you talked about.”


“What about you, Private Jones? I am assuming you do too?”


“Yes sir, Captain. I do.”


“Well now, whatever possessed both of you to sign up for such hazardous duty? You do know that you are required to go out in front of the troop and scout? To scout means just that. You scout the land ahead of us and bring back any and all information on existing threats, potential threats, location of good water for the stock and ourselves. It means you have to have good instincts and memory about landmarks. You have to pay attention to directions and the details of where you have been and where you are going back to. The Comanche do not particularly like the cavalry scouts, gentlemen. If you are caught, it is likely you will be the subject of some type of severe torture and then death. You still want to scout for the U.S. Cavalry, gentlemen?”


Private Tree Smith nodded his head.


“Yes sir, I do.”


“And you too, Private Jones?”


“Yes, sir. Me too.”


“All right, gentlemen. It does not pay any more money, I am afraid. But it should. For your assignments, you will both be issued two more boxes of ammunition for each of your weapons and an extra canteen due to the distance you will be traveling. Your binoculars will be your friend. Take care of them. Just like your mounts. Without them, you are in trouble of the worst kind. I will be giving you your orders shortly as we prepare to move out. Thanks, gentlemen. I wish you the best. You are both dismissed.”


THE QUARTERMASTER SELECTED THE BIGGEST mount in the remuda for Tree Smith, mainly due to his enormous size. The big bay gelding stood nearly seventeen hands tall and about 1,250 pounds. The U.S. Cavalry tried to look for horses of uniform size, but, like the new recruits, they came in all shapes and sizes. Along with their mounts came a saddle pad and blanket, bedroll, rifle scabbard, halter, bridle and bit, lead rope, hoof pick, set of replacement shoes, a saddle, leather soap, a currycomb, and a brush.


Tree Smith and Cedar Jones were currying down their mounts outside the livery when the other three recruits led their horses up to the hitching rail.


Lester Archibald looked over at Pig Green.


“Well, looks like Old Killer there and the white-haired boy done beat us to the hitching rail, Mr. Pig. I saw both of them go into the captain’s quarters a while ago. Wouldn’t surprise me none if they don’t want to get out right quickly in this man’s cavalry. Killed somebody, my ass. That man ain’t no killer. He is just a big lug of lead. Kind of like one of them Confederate cannonballs. That is why them boys got their asses tore up. They were just too big and slow, just like old Bigfoot Killer there. Bet his pappy was a damn Reb.”


Pig Green never responded. He just tied his horse up and began to unsaddle him. Tree’s hands began to tremble as he continued to brush his mount. He felt a firm hand on his shoulder. It was Cedar Jones. Cedar looked up at him for a moment and then patted his shoulder.


“You need not comment,” he whispered. “That little loudmouthed twit is not worth getting kicked out of the cavalry. Let it lay.”


Lester smirked and looked at Pig out of the corner of his eye. “Now, just take a look at them two. They are whispering to each other like little girls, Mr. Pig. This here cavalry don’t need no whispering little girls. It needs real men.”


Cedar Jones laid his horse brush on the ground and quietly walked over to Lester on the opposite side of his horse. He laid his hands on the saddle and looked toward ground for a moment before looking up. The south wind was just beginning to pick up. Cedar spoke just loud enough for Lester to hear.


“Why is it that there is one of you in every crowd? A loud, crowing rooster just itching to stir up more trouble than he can ever possibly get out of. My advice, just do your job and leave Tree Smith alone. Leave me alone for that matter.”


“Or what, White Hair? What you going to do? You don’t look much big enough to be telling folks what to do.”


“Just be mindful of what I said, Lester. Just be mindful.”


There were no more words spoken as the new recruits groomed their mounts, tended to their feet, and then put them in the livery stable for the night with feed and water.


Everyone left for supper but Tree. He remained alone in the livery. Cedar Jones poked his head back in the door.


“You going to eat, Private Smith? I bet they have some good vittles over there. Long time until morning.”


“Believe I’ll just pass this evening.”


“You are not letting that little rooster get under your skin, are you, Tree? Hell, he is just trying to pick a fight. Probably been a bully all of his life. Some folks just can’t resist getting in other folk’s business. That’s all. Besides, why do you look so glum? I ain’t never seen a smile on your face since I met you a while ago. What’s wrong?”


Tree looked at the wall and sat down on a wooden bench along the wall and sighed a long, drawn-out breath. He looked at the ground and clasped his large hands together.


“I am getting a little shaky. Just might need me a drink. Truth is, I been drunk the better part of two years. Up till now, I can’t remember being sober since I was sixteen.”


“Well, you are sober now. I am sure there must have been a reason of some sort. You are sure sober now.”


“Had something eating on my gut for a long time now. Never told anyone.”


“Well, you don’t have to tell me anything. Some things are just better left alone.”


“I come from Ohio. My father fought for the Union Army. He was a colonel and had a lot of men under him. Never saw him much for a few years. While he was away, my mother wanted me to be some kind of damn musician. She made me take violin and singing lessons from an old man in our town while the war was raging around us. He was way too old to fight. He taught me to play a harp too. It was a little hard to pay attention to an old man when there was rifle and cannon firing to be heard around. When my daddy returned home after the war, I had just turned fourteen years old. He was just bound and determined I was going to be a military man, just like him. He thought I would wind up a colonel in the next big war, just like him. Fighting for the Union. He enlisted me in Bremmer’s Military Academy in Virginia. Packed my clothes and saluted me as he put me on the train. I endured the two years it took to get out of there. They held sports contests on the last day we were there. They had running, shooting, horsemanship, and the like. My commander insisted that I enter the bare-knuckle boxing matches, mainly just due to my size. The fellow I was matched up with was pretty big, just not as big as me. We mostly just squared off and circled as the other cadets hollered. They wanted to see action. Finally, after a minute or so, the commander stopped the fight.”


“‘You boys going to start swinging or stand there and blow sugar kisses at each other? Let’s see what you got. This is your last day here. Show us what you got. Now, hit that bell and let’s get this round going.’


“The young cadet I was paired with began swinging wildly and punching my ears. I just kept my face covered while he pounded. Then, he decides to kick me in my hangy-downs. It hurt really bad, and all of the other recruits started laughing. Next time he charged in toward me, I was kind of stooped over. I raised up and hit him one time in the face pretty hard and he went down. Everyone started hollering and clapping. When I hit him, it crushed his nose and pushed it plumb back into his skull. There was a lot of blood coming from where his nose was. He fell to the floor and died right there. I kilt him. I damn sure kilt him. I sure did not mean to, but I did.” His eyes were watering. “I been a drunk ever since.”


“You got to put that behind you, Tree. That was not any fault of yours. It just happened. Besides, he kicked you in your hangy-downs. That ain’t fighting fair.”


“No, sir. I know I am strong. I should not have hit him in the nose. Maybe the chest or something. But I hit him in the nose. A person as strong as me should never have done that.”

OEBPS/images/half.jpg
THE

SPARROWS
MONTENEGRO





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE

SPARROWS
MONTENEGRO

A NOVEL

BJ MAYD

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
"A border tapestry of unimaginable horror and sweet innocence.
.[ HE —TUMBLEWEED SMITH, author of Under the Chinaberry Tree
2 B :

'SPARROWS

OF | o

- BJ MAYO |

./~ ™ AUTHOR OF ALFIE CARTER

B,,






