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Note from the Author

THE APACHE WARS lasted from 1861 to 1886 in the Arizona Territory. As white settlers invaded Apache territory, the Apache fought for their land and their basic way of life. As a historical fiction writer, I cannot change history, or take blame or lay blame for what happened over a hundred years ago. I can only keep in mind that every conflict always has two sides and I can give faces and emotions to each.
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MARCH 1868. It was hot, too hot. Thirteen-year-old Charlotte Baxter wiped gritty sweat from her forehead. She squinted against the desert sun from under her bonnet’s broad brim. As she looked around from her perch on the top of a small, sandy hill, everything around her glared harsh and prickly. Even the countless, gray bushes smothered in stark yellow flowers burned her eyes. Except for an occasional knoll, the endless desert lay as flat as a pancake for miles. Even though it was only late March, Charlotte felt like a kernel of popcorn ready to burst with heat. The hot sand baked through her fashionable, thin-soled shoes. A blister was rising on the back of her right heel. By the time she hiked down the hill to the waiting stagecoach, it would be the size of a walnut. Between the heat, the ugly scenery, and her pinching shoes, Charlotte despised the Arizona Territory and everything in it.

“I wish that old chicken crate of a stagecoach would just take us back to Massachusetts where everything is the way things are supposed to be,” Charlotte said to herself.

She stared down at the stagecoach at the base of the hill a hundred yards below. The wiry, sun-leathered stagecoach driver leaned against the side of the coach, puffing on a pipe. Papa and Mama stood together a few feet away next to a forty-foot-tall saguaro cactus. The giant cacti that resembled people intrigued Papa. In his dark traveling suit, he leaned on his cane and stared up at the cactus’ two round arms. Mama held a silk parasol over her head against the sun. Charlotte could tell Mama was watching her. Charlotte waved. Mama waved back, then swept her hand up to her mouth, covering it with a lacy handkerchief. Charlotte heard the sound of Mama’s deep cough on the hot breeze.

High-pitched shrieks drowned out Mama’s cough. The hair on Charlotte’s neck stood on end. A chorus of war cries echoed in the hot air. Ten horses raced through the desert toward the stagecoach. Red-brown, seemingly naked men rode the horses. Their long, black hair streamed behind them. Brightly colored lines splotched their faces. Hostile wails sliced the air like hot spears.

“Apache,” Charlotte tried to scream. Fear froze the words in her throat.

Below her, arrows soared toward the stagecoach. The driver sank to the ground. Papa pulled his war pistol from beneath his coat. Mama huddled behind him. Two warriors raced toward them. Papa didn’t get one shot off.

Charlotte wheeled around to escape the scene below her. Something held on to her long, full skirt. She strained forward but was held fast. Whipping her face around, she saw the ruffle on her skirt snagged on a beavertail cactus.

Screams rang in her ears. Fear echoed in her heart.

Wrenching her skirt free, she tumbled backward onto her behind. Scrambling up, Charlotte glanced over her shoulder. Below nothing moved, except the warriors. Papa lay face down, his pistol still in his hand. Mama was a rag doll in a fancy dress, crumpled in the sand.

Charlotte’s eyes and mind went blind to the sight. Self-preservation, the need to survive, consumed her shaking body. She raced across the narrow top of the hill. Slipping and sliding, she scooted down the other side.

“Run!” The word screamed in her terrified mind.

Once down the hill, Charlotte ran blindly. The flat terrain was congested with brush and round, bushy trees. She dodged the endless cacti and the waist-high brittlebrush. Fear controlled her every motion, her every breath.

A victory chant of whoops and yips sang through the air.

Too afraid to look behind her, Charlotte didn’t check to see if she was being followed. Somehow she knew that the warriors were busy ransacking the stagecoach. They were too intent with their spoils to make sure that no one had escaped.

She had escaped and had to get as far away as possible. White-hot fear spurred her on through the cacti-covered terrain. Suddenly, the ground gave out below her feet, and Charlotte tumbled head over heels. Bursts of pain racked her body as she bounced over rocks. She landed on her back with a hard jar.

The front of her long skirt covered her head. Charlotte clawed at the stiff, green fabric to get it off her face so she could see. As she tugged on the skirt, her bonnet slipped down over her forehead and covered her eyes. The deep ruffle at the bottom of her skirt twisted under, over, and round her bonnet’s long tie strings. The bonnet slid down further on her face with each pull on the dress. Charlotte couldn’t get her hands through the layers of petticoat and dress to get to the bonnet. Dragging the skirt down just tightened the bonnet’s strings looped around her ears. Charlotte sat up. Needle-sharp pricks jabbed at her right calf.

She shot to her feet, face buried in her bonnet and her skirt. Reaching up to the back of her head, Charlotte felt the back neckband of her bonnet. She yanked the neckband up and over the top of her head. The bonnet’s strings wrapped tighter around her ears. Bending at the waist, with her head hanging down, Charlotte ripped the back of the bonnet over her forehead, nose, and chin. Her ears throbbed as she pulled her skirt away from her face. The bonnet and dress ruffle were a huge knot. Holding up the tangle, she ran.

Charlotte realized that she was in the bottom of a trench-like ravine. Its steep sides rose well above her head. Mesquite, ironwood, and palo verde trees grew along the top of the walls. Brush and cacti of all sizes and shapes flourished on the sides and clogged the bottom of the gully. Fear pushed her along the rutted floor of the desert canal. “Run. Run!” Charlotte told herself. “Find a place to hide.”

Charlotte knew that she needed to get out of the canal. It was too easy for the warriors to shoot their arrows down at her. She started climbing up the embankment. It was too steep. With every step up, she slid back two. Charlotte tried crawling, but the sand gave way under her weight. Her knees pinned down her long skirt and petticoat. She hoisted her skirt, with her bonnet still snarled in it. Charlotte put a wad of the petticoat’s hem into her mouth and bit down on the gritty material. She started to inch up the steep dirt wall. Her ankle-length, cotton pantaloons were no protection against the sharp rocks. Sweat poured into her eyes. Sand seeped into her loosely tied, high-top shoes. She clawed at the sand. Using her feet to push upward, she maneuvered around the cacti and brush.

“It can’t be much further.” Charlotte glanced up. The crest of the gully was still a few feet above her. Her heart sank. Tears of frustration clouded her eyes. She wiped them with her dirty hands. Sand scratched her eyeballs as she pushed upward.

A fuzzy-looking cactus seemed to just jump out at her. It pierced her left hand with a dozen stings. The wad of dress and petticoat in her mouth muffled her cry. Bracing herself against the hill, she picked out the cacti spines. Blood oozed out from each puncture.

Charlotte pushed upward again. Fear of the warriors numbed her physical pain and blocked out all other emotions. She writhed over the crest of the ravine and scrambled to her knees.

Her heart leaped to her throat. Three feet from her nose, two rattlesnakes swayed and danced against the Arizona sky.
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THE TWO RATTLESNAKES’ tongues whipped at each other. Their thick-as-rope bodies stretched skyward as if to prove which was the taller and stronger. They swayed, bobbed, pitched, and heaved at each other. Each countered the other’s hypnotic motion with its own defensive flux. The air vibrated with rattling threats. A third, smaller rattler lay nearby. Curled up like a cinnamon bun, it watched the two males compete.

Charlotte crouched on her hands and knees on the crest of the steep canal. The rattlers dueled three feet away. She couldn’t breathe, think, or even blink. The snakes feuded on. Thundering in her ears, her heart kept time with the rattling. The larger snake lashed forward, striking the smaller one. Charlotte jerked back, losing her balance. The rattlesnakes disappeared as she tumbled back down into the deep ravine.

She dug her toes and knees into the sand and stopped her descent. Tears of relief and frustration poured down her face. The snakes were gone, but now she had to climb up the steep side again. Charlotte edged across the side of the canal, putting distance between herself and the rivaling snakes. After a hundred feet, she started upward. Only cacti and thin-branched trees silhouetted the blue sky as she heaved herself over the rim.

Charlotte vaulted to her feet. The sun beat down. Her face felt scorched, and the rest of her body was broiled to the bone. Sweat drenched every inch of her filthy, torn dress. Pain numbed her feet. Dirt and rocks filled her too-tight shoes. Her hands and legs stung from the many cacti punctures.

Charlotte stopped and gazed around her. “Where am I?” she whispered through cracked, swollen lips.

Her mind sorted through memories, finding the needed ones. The doctors had said that they must leave Massachusetts because Mama’s cough was worsening. The dry, desert heat of the Arizona Territory would help Mama’s cough and Papa’s war-injured leg, too.

Images of riding in the stagecoach shadowed her mind. “I climbed the hill and . . .” Charlotte’s mind blocked out the painful memories of what happened next. She stumbled on until her legs refused to take another step.

Charlotte swayed back and forth trying to keep her balance. If only she had a drink of water; her thoughts boiled in her mind. She squinted against the glare of the sun. There must be water somewhere.

“Water!” Charlotte took a step toward a shimmering pool in the sand. With each step the pool slipped further away. Her feet raced against the loose sand, but the mirage moved faster. The heel of her shoe snagged in the ragged hem of her petticoat. Charlotte went down on her hands and knees with a thump. She tried to get up, but her heel was still snarled in her petticoat skirt. With a hard tug, Charlotte freed her shoe from the petticoat and darted up.

The water was gone.

“No!” she cried and clamped her eyes shut. This couldn’t be happening to her.

Something moved to her right. Charlotte’s eyes flew open. A creature the size of a medium-sized dog stood ten feet away. Brown, prickly hair covered its body. Two beady, dark eyes glared up at her. The animal lifted its long snout, sniffed, and then snorted.

A foul, barnyard smell reached Charlotte’s nose and the word pig popped into her confused mind. Shading her eyes against the sun, she squinted. The creature’s nose had the flat-squashed look of a pig but it seemed too long. It had hooves like a pig, yet its ears were not pointed. The animal snorted, louder and meaner.

Charlotte found the energy to turn and run. She glanced over her shoulder. The piglike animal stood its ground, choosing not to pursue her.

The burst of energy left Charlotte too soon. She crumpled to the ground. Tears wet her lips. Charlotte licked the salty moisture. It only made her more thirsty. Her mind floated here and there. Real but impossible images filled her eyes and mind.

Suddenly, she was at home in Salem, Massachusetts, curled up in the wicker rocking chair on their front porch. The crickets sang in the cool evening air. Papa sat across from her. He looked happy and content, like he did before he went to the War. His curly blond hair was clipped short. His long mustache waxed straight. A glass of iced lemonade rested in his large hands.

Papa took a sip of lemonade and sighed. “Charlotte, tell me all about the three years you spent with Grandmère Deneuvy in France. I’m glad that I sent you and Mama to live with Grandmère while I was fighting in the War here.” He winked at her. “Mama says that Grandmère treated you like a princess.”

Charlotte tried to speak, but couldn’t get any words to come out of her dry mouth.

Papa leaned forward. “Tell me about Grandmère in French or German. Mama says that you speak both fluently now. I never knew a person who could learn a language as fast as you can.” He took another sip of lemonade and held the glass toward her. “Are you thirsty?”

Charlotte tried to reach out for the glass. Her arms were granite.

Papa, the lemonade, and home vanished.

Thoughts of Grandmère flooded Charlotte’s confused mind. If only Grandmère were still alive . . .

Images of Grandmère, dressed in her fanciest lavender gown, appeared before Charlotte. Grandmère’s white hair was piled high on her head. Twinkling diamond ear-bobs dangled from her ears. “Charlotte, you must try this new punch.” She held out a goblet of shimmering red liquid.

Charlotte’s arms couldn’t reach for the goblet.

Grandmère’s wrinkled mouth pouted, “Now, Princess, this is no time to be difficult.”

“Please help me, Grandmère. I’m so thirsty and tired.” The words cried through Charlotte’s mind in French.

“Very well, Princess. Be stubborn.” In a swish of silk, Grandmère turned her back on Charlotte. A saguaro cactus twice as tall as Papa, with long, uplifted arms, took Grandmère’s place.

“I’m not being stubborn. Please come back.” Charlotte’s tongue felt thick and gritty. Her words came out a garble. “Please, Grandmère, help me. Please, someone, help me!”

An old lady peered out from behind the tall saguaro. Her wrinkled, dish-shaped face had pleasing eyes. She winked at Charlotte. “I heard you calling.” Her voice was warm to the heart.

The lady drifted out from behind the cactus. A long, loose-fitting yellow dress covered her shapeless body. Her feet were bare and she walked on air inches above the sand. Long, gray hair fell over her shoulders. A white-tipped feather hung in her hair above her left ear.

The olive-skinned woman floated closer. “Charlotte, I came to help you.”

“How does she know my name?” Charlotte wondered.

The lady hovered a foot from Charlotte. “I know all the desert children’s names. But you are not a desert child, are you? No. You come from far away, as far as the great waters. Why, you have even crossed the great water to another land.”

Charlotte stared at the kindly personage. Confusion drowned out her apprehension. Who was this woman whose feet didn’t touch the ground? How did she know so much about her?

The lady read Charlotte’s thoughts. “It doesn’t matter how I know these things. All that matters is that I can help you.” She held her hand out. It was a mass of dark wrinkles and gnarled bones. “I will take you to your home surrounded by the giant leafy trees and rolling hills. Or perhaps you would like to stand at the edge of the great waters and cool your sore feet?”

“I want to go home, please.”

The old lady nodded. “Of course you do. Stand up. Now just follow me. It will not take long. I know the shortest way.” The old lady turned and walked on the air. She smiled over her shoulder. “Stay close so you don’t get lost.”

Charlotte wanted to follow the grandmotherly lady, to believe her promises. A feeling deep in her heart warned Charlotte not to follow.

“Hurry, child.” The lady sounded irritated. She bolted around. Her dark eyes narrowed. “Perhaps you prefer the Apaches help you?”

Charlotte’s heart raced. She shook her head. The uneasy feeling kept her feet rooted.

A tense smile flashed across the lady’s wrinkled face. “You must come with me. I am the only one who can help you.”

“You can help yourself,” a strong female voice stated from behind Charlotte.

Charlotte turned. A young woman stood a few feet away. The woman’s long, flowing dress reminded Charlotte of Mama’s red evening gown. For an instant, she thought it was her mother. “Mama?”

“No, Charlotte.” Waist-long black hair swirled around the woman’s smooth, heart-shaped face.

The old lady’s voice grated against the air. “Your mama is dead and your papa. Come with me before the Apaches come back for you.”

Charlotte looked from one woman to the other. The old lady’s face pinched in anger. The young woman’s face was calm. Her dark, almond-shaped eyes soothed Charlotte’s fear.

Confusion swirled in Charlotte’s tired mind. Whom should she trust? Looks were often deceiving.

“Trust me. Follow me.” The old lady thrust her hands toward Charlotte.

Charlotte pulled back and turned to the woman in red.

“Trust your heart, your instincts.”

“Don’t listen to her nonsense,” the old lady warned. “You are too young to know what is best for you. Come with me before she leads you to your death.”

Charlotte closed her eyes and listened to her heart. It thundered when she thought of the old lady. At the image of the woman in red, her heart felt calmer, stronger.

“You little fool,” the old lady screeched. Charlotte’s eyes flew open. The lady’s wrinkled face was only inches from hers. The lady’s small eyes glared red. “The Apaches will find you!”

Before Charlotte could blink, the old lady vanished into a heat wave rising in the desert air. Charlotte swung around. The young woman stood firmly on the ground behind her. “Who are you?”

“A sister.” The woman’s voice became the desert wind’s whisper.

Charlotte stared at the woman. “You said that I can help myself.”

The woman nodded. Her dress floated around her even though there wasn’t the slightest breeze.

“I don’t know how.” All of Charlotte’s fears came tumbling back with her words.

“Your heart is courageous. Listen to it. Follow it, Charlotte.”

“I am too afraid.”

The woman in red pressed something hard into Charlotte’s hand.

Charlotte stared at the object. It was a tear-shaped black stone with red streaks running through it. The large end was round with notches chiseled into each side near the bottom. The opposite end was honed to a keen point. The edges of the thin stone were beveled sharp.

“An arrowhead.” Charlotte turned the stone over. “No, it is too big. It must be a spearhead.”

The woman said, “It is the Stone of Courage. Hold it close.”

Charlotte pressed the stone spearhead against her chest. A feeling of calmness radiated from the stone and seeped into her heart.

“The stone will give you the courage you need.” The woman pointed to a tree-lined knoll to the west. “Climb that ridge. On the other side, you will be safe.”

“I can’t walk that far. I’m too tired and thirsty,” Charlotte whined.

“The stone will give you strength.”

The small ridge looked as tall as a mountain and as far away as the ocean. Charlotte clutched the spearhead more tightly. Her legs seemed a bit stronger. After a step, Charlotte turned. “Please come with me.”

The woman smiled but shook her head. “As long as you have the Stone of Courage, I will be by your side.”

Charlotte managed three more steps. She glanced over her shoulder.

A scraggly tree grew where the beautiful woman in the red dress had stood.

A sob rose in Charlotte’s throat and tears stung her eyes. She clutched the spearhead to her chest.

The ridge wasn’t as far as it looked, but it was steeper than it appeared. Charlotte’s throat burned with thirst. Her torn skirt kept getting in her way. She held the spearhead with one hand and used the other to snatch up her skirt.
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