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  CHAPTER ONE




  A MAN OUGHT TO HANG ON TO HIS HAT, he thought tiredly, feeling the fiery New Mexico sun sear into his scalp. Breathing hard, he turned his face away, seeking some tiny relief. It did no good; the sun hung straight overhead, fixed in place atop a cloudless sky. The move did free the sweat trapped in his hair to pour down and pool in eyes already stinging from the dust the climb dislodged from the cliff face. Burrowing his face into the upper sleeve of his shirt helped somewhat, though the grinding dust trapped beneath his eyelids brought forth salty rinsing tears.




  Lifting his face to blink against the glare, he squinted hard and felt a sudden surge of strength. The rim of the canyon was almost in reach! He glanced at the fingers of his left hand, willing them, to release the cliff and reach for another, higher, hold. He demanded his exhausted mind and limbs to concentrate—the worst was over. Curiously detached, as if watching from across the canyon as some fool other than himself attempted the climb, he saw the hand relax then rise to grasp a new hold.




  Splintered rock pierced the man’s face and both hands lost contact with the cliff. It happened too fast to be afraid; he was already falling when fear seized him. From near the top he plummeted down the rough wall, slamming to a stop on a wide ledge one hundred feet above the canyon floor. There was only one shot; none of the others carried rifles and the quick, startled drop to the ledge denied time to nock and loose arrows.




  He lay breathless on the rocky ledge, lungs straining for air and ears straining for any sound of those who pursued him. There was no inclination to roll to the edge and peer over the side—if they could see him they could kill him. The crack of the gunshot echoed away, the sound a fading ricochet down the canyon. The echo carried along the angry whine made by the ball as it smacked off the granite above Doc’s head, hurling the shower of stinging shards into his face and hands.




  A few more feet, five at the most, he thought. Doc wasn’t a man given to swearing but he did so now—bitterly. So close! Another minute would have seen him over the top. Glancing up, he studied the ragged lip of the canyon now twenty feet overhead. He knew it might as well be a thousand. There just wasn’t any way to climb that rock face, exposed to his hunters below, and live. Doc took in the angle of the sun and figured there were four more hours of daylight. He shuddered at the thought of attempting that climb in the dark. He shuddered again as he realized he’d never live long enough to try.




  With four of them down below, it was only a matter of time before they worked out a plan to get to him. He knew what he would do if he were the hunter and not the prey: leave one or two in place to pin the quarry on the ledge while the others sought a way up and out of the canyon. Once on top, they could walk up to the edge above and shoot straight down. Doc knew he might kill one of them, but he couldn’t get more than one—he was down to his last ball. It was a testament to his acceptance of the situation that he could objectively consider himself to be “quarry.” Although it didn’t much matter if he accepted it or not, for that is what he was.




  That the hunters would willingly sacrifice themselves to kill him was no longer a strange notion. He had lived, barely, with their dogged pursuit for the past six days. During that time, his puzzlement over their single-minded obsession shifted first to amazement and then to anger. After a time, he’d stopped feeling anything at all, he just ran on, pausing whenever circumstance provided a chance to kill one. He’d taken advantage of circumstance seven times in the last six days.




  “Where ya goin’, Doc?” Ferguson had asked.




  “Out huntin’.”




  Squatting by the fire sipping a cup of scalding coffee, it seemed simple enough at the time. Hunting for the company was something he’d done countless times over the past weeks and miles. It was his job. Douglas Otho Croft, “Doc” to those who knew him well, was the best scout and shot in the company and right now the company was running low on meat. He’d signed on in Independence, Missouri, as an ox driver for one of the freight wagons Kendell Eldridge was sending down the Santa Fe Trail. The massive Murphy wagons, named for the builder Joseph Murphy, were the largest Doc had ever seen. But then everybody was clamoring for bigger wagons this season.




  The year before, Governor Armijo in Santa Fe levied a per-wagon tax of five hundred dollars on all trade from the states. Joseph Murphy, along with the freighters and traders were quick to offset the impact of the tax on their profits by building bigger wagons. If it’s true that necessity is the mother of invention, profit must be the father. Kendell Eldridge began the 1840 season with sixteen of Murphy’s new wagons. Each of the wagons, whose rear wheels stood seven feet high and carried a wagon bed with sides capable of hiding a man standing inside, was pulled by a team of eight double-yoked oxen. A low canvas top covered freight weighing as much as three tons. To handle the added cargo weight, the width of the wheel rims increased to eight inches and if a man got careless with his feet—he’d have to learn to walk without them.




 



  One week out of Independence, the company scout broke his leg fording the Marais River. Roland Ferguson, the wagon master, wrapped a splint on the leg and afterward the scout left the group and rode alone toward Topeka, fifty miles to the northeast. Ferguson was a powerful barrel-chested man with thick stubby arms and legs. His hands were the size of wagon hubs and his fingers like wheel spokes. He’d won more than one barroom wager bending horseshoes and he’d even been known to bend a shoe nail using just the fingers of one hand. So it was something of a mystery to see how delicate and careful those hands could be when tending to an injured man.




  Doc was the first to draw replacement scout duty, returning to the company at the midday break with an antelope draped across the saddle. Trying four other men, each of whom returned empty-handed, Ferguson again sent Doc to hunt. An antelope for dinner that night earned Doc the permanent position of scout.




  Gladdened by the news, the young man struggled to keep a smile from his face. Doc carried one hundred and ninety pounds of solid muscle, but stood only five foot nine, and walking beside the huge, lumbering, and dim-witted oxen was torture for him. Raised on a farm in northwest Missouri, he’d spent his first twenty-three years of life working with mules and horses broken to pull a plow or wagon and he’d fairly hated every dirty, sweaty step he’d taken. Finally going west, the dust-clouded glimpses of the tallgrass prairie through which he walked, seen from behind the rump of an ox, didn’t live up to the fanciful dreams he’d had back on the Missouri farm.




  From the high back of a horse and freedom to roam away from the wagons, a vast prairie commanded him to explore and he took every occasion to obey. Many travelers despaired over the endless plains of grass, but Doc marveled at them. Topping out on each ridge to scan the horizon, he felt no unease at finding more of the same. For Doc, confronting the prairie was a challenge, and discovery was the adventure of which he’d long dreamed.




  The Rocky Mountains would rise into view two weeks before the slow-moving company reached them. The Rockies were the purpose of Doc’s travel. The day after Doc’s fifteenth birthday his uncle returned from Colorado full of tales of the mountains and their bear, beaver, and Indians. As his family sat around the table that night, warm and safe while listing to his uncle, Doc studied on the differences between his father and his father’s brother.




  Milo Croft, poor but respected, was a father and husband, a landowner and elder at the church. He was a man who saw night as a hindrance to working. Uncle Reese was a man of restless adventure, with no home and family of his own. He was the second oldest boy of five sons and the only son not to follow in the family business of farming. Milo, the oldest of the five, criticized his brother’s wandering with often-voiced disdain, though at times with a bit of envy, Doc thought.




  In his own way, Uncle Reese commanded respect. Before going to the far western mountains, he had been the man the community would look to for help in finding a child or animal lost in the prairie. Twice he’d led supply wagons through seemingly impassable snowfields, bringing food and medicine to the remote snowbound colony. When news of his return from the West circulated, several men from neighboring farms crowded into the Croft home to listen as Uncle Reese spoke of the fertile, unsettled land beyond the Mississippi River.




  Doc looked about his home. The cabin was well built and snug, but with seven children, it was crowded. The mountains sounded wide and lonesome, just what a young man of limited means and constant companionship would long to find.




  If there was one thing Doc understood that day, it was that he did not want to be a farmer. His two older brothers became farmers and were now beginning a life of raising crops and rearing children that would put the stoop in their shoulders by the age of thirty. Having made his decision the young man had but two obstacles to overcome: how to get to the mountains, and how to get past his father. With his mind set, Doc knew he would one day walk the high country and learn her secrets for himself.




  At the middle crossings on the Arkansas River, Roland Ferguson made a decision to follow the Mountain Route of the Santa Fe Trail. Doc was the only man pleased at the resolution. The Mountain Route drove straight for the Rockies, and then hugged their eastern shoulder all the way to Santa Fe.




  The alternate route was the Cimarron Cutoff, and at one hundred miles and ten days shorter than the Mountain Route was the preferred passage for most of the trade companies. The normal lack of water along the cutoff was always a risk, but an absence of rain turned the dry route into what the Mexicans called La Jornada del Muerto—the Dead Man’s Journey.




  The past dry winter worried Ferguson and he opted for following the wet Mountain Route along the Arkansas River westward into the Colorado Territory. At Bent’s Fort, near the junction of the Arkansas and Purgatoire Rivers, the Trail swung southwest for Raton Pass. The difficulty, delay, and danger of Raton Pass were the reasons most companies braved the water-deprived Cimarron Cutoff. After a troublesome climb up the pass, the Trail ran south, eventually rejoining the cutoff at the Mora River in New Mexico twenty miles south of the Wagon Mound.




  Six hundred fifty miles of prairie and forty-seven days rolled under their wheels before Doc’s company made camp ten miles north of Raton Pass. There the men geared up to face a new foe—the terrain. For weeks, they’d fought the prairie’s sudden rainstorms, howling winds and dust, and worst of all swarms of flies and gnats.




  The company would arrive at the pass tomorrow evening and spend the following day in preparation for the ascent. The Trail up the pass was steep and rough, requiring the wagons to use double teams to make the haul. Eight pair of oxen pulled each wagon up the climb. At the top, the wagons remained with a guard, and the oxen descended to begin the process with the next load. Moving the entire company up to the pass with the plodding oxen could take two days, and a miserable bit of work it would be.




  Roland Ferguson sat by the fire speaking in low tones with another man when Doc awoke. He’d risen early, sunup was two hours away, but as usual, Ferguson sat by the fire. The wagon master was always the first man in camp to rise. Walking over, Doc knelt by the flaming wood and reached his hands toward the warmth. Ferguson poured a cup of coffee and handed it over.




  The other man was a stranger, one of many who’d stopped by their campsites on the journey. “Doc, this is Shep Knorr. He’s been tellin’ of Indian troubles.” Ferguson uttered the introduction and warning in a single breath. The mountain man nodded a greeting.




  Doc returned the nod and studied the stranger. Shep wasn’t much older than Doc, but he had the mountains stamped on him. Dressed in buckskin and fur, Shep wore a beard that hung to his chest. His eyes were bright and intelligent, and ever on the move. A lanky frame hinted at a height taller than average and a lean, pale face with sharp cheekbones and hawk nose stood in sharp contrast to the black hair and beard.




  A few days of meager hunting had seen the stores of fresh meat dwindle to a point where Doc needed to hunt, but today he would have hunted even if there were no need. After hearing Doc’s intention, Ferguson offered, “We are runnin ’ a mite low on meat and I suppose it wouldn’t hurt none to scout the country, but,” he added with a grin, “I’ll say you seem a bit eager. You’re as good a shot as I’ve run across, Doc, but you ain’t no hunt-in-the-dark owl.”




  Doc grinned in reply. He wanted the early start to lengthen his day of exploration—his first in the mountains. The full moon provided ample light for travel across the prairie and the sun would be climbing the eastern sky as he entered the mountains so he didn’t anticipate any difficulty.




  Ferguson knew all about Doc’s hunger to be in the mountains, but then so did every member of the company. Peppering them with questions, Doc had spent hours with any man who’d claimed to have been in, been near, or heard stories of the Rockies. Weeks of the farm boy’s interrogations had led one of the men to say, “Doc, you know more about the high country than any man alive—and you ain’t never been more’n three thousand feet above sea level.”




  He learned a great deal from Ferguson, a veteran of many trips over the Trail. But most of his information came from the Mexican ox drivers. All of them were from Santa Fe, Taos, or one of the other nearby settlements and each knew the mountains. From crude maps drawn in the sand with fingers or sticks, Doc learned the names and locations of peaks, ranges, rivers, and passes. He also became fairly fluent in Spanish; not that hard to do when you had plenty of time and wanted information from a man who didn’t speak more than ten words of English.




  “Figured I wouldn’t shoot anything until I start back to camp this evening. Headin’ out now just gives me a little more time up there,” Doc replied, inclining his head toward the black outline of the mountains.




  “You watch your hair, Doc. Shep’s sayin’ the Jicarilla are riled up ’bout somethin’.”




  “Happens ever’ so often,” the mountain man said. “Some young ’Pache gets buck fever and sets out to make a name for hisself.”




 



  Shep wrapped a leathery hand around the handle of the coffeepot and pulled it direct from the fire. Filling his cup, he continued, “This time it’s the son of Kos-nos-un-da .... chief of the Llanero band. His son’s called Gunsi. They’ s several bands that make up the Jicarilla. The two biggest are the Ollero and the Llanero, and the Llanero are touchiest of all.” He stopped to blow steam from the top of his cup then swallowed a few gulps of the black coffee. “You should know they call themselves the Tinde; Jicarilla is the name give ’em by the Spaniards. Fightin’ and raidin ’ set the peckin’ order, though these partic’lur ’Paches are hunters, farmers, and traders. Been doin’ so as far back as anyone can recall. The Spanish trade for their pelts, pottery, and woven baskets. That’s what Jicarilla means ... little basket.”




  Draining his cup, Shep rose and gathered his gear. After hanging his kit and powder horn over his shoulders, he gave Doc and Ferguson a hard look.




  “You boys keep a sharp watch. Gunsi and some others done kilt a hand ful of folks and I’m thinkin’ they’ll kill more a-fore they simmer down.”




  The mountain man walked from the firelight and vanished in the darkness.




  “You still figurin’ on huntin’?” Ferguson asked, peering at Doc.




  “I am and I intend to look around some. We need the meat.” Doc, determined to explore his long-anticipated mountains before the labor of the pass ascent was on him, mounted and rode southwest from camp following Gallinas Creek into the Raton Mountains. The Ratons were part of the Culebra Range, themselves a part of the much larger Sangre de Cristo Range.




  The camp sat between five and six thousand feet, and in a short five hours he left behind the green ribbon of cottonwoods and willows growing along the waterway and climbed through scattered pinyons, scrub oaks, ponderosa pines, and finally into Douglas fir.


 

  The land rose rapidly, reaching a height of eight thousand feet as he crested the first mountain. East, the plains stretched endlessly, dotted here and there with a lone peak or mesa. To the north stood the Spanish Peaks, and west, across a wide expanse, he could see the San Juan Range. As he viewed the country, a deep excitement began to build. To think that the Rockies were home to mountains more than fourteen thousand feet high, nearly twice the elevation where he now sat aback his mustang, was more than he could imagine.




  “Hoss, I feel like my head’s a-bumping the sky now, so I don’t know what it’d be like to view God’s work from one of them high-up peaks, but I intend to find out.” The mustang’s ears flicked back at his words and the horse turned his head to nip at Doc’s leg. The young man laughed and said, “You behave yourself and I’ll take you along.”




  The land teemed with wildlife and Doc crossed the tracks of mule deer, elk, red fox, and turkey. The trees harbored woodpeckers, flickers, swallows, and jays. Startled by his intrusion, some darted away; others simply craned their necks to stare as he rode silently past. A few of the braver squirrels scampered to a high limb and scolded Doc and the mus-tang. As Doc was not ready to return to camp, he passed up several easy shots at deer. The early afternoon found him pushing still farther into the mountains, now along a westerly course. Due east was the huge Raton Mesa. Six hundred feet higher than the mountains he explored, the eighty-six-hundred-foot mesa was easily seen through breaks in the trees. Keeping the mesa at his back as a landmark meant he traveled west. When he wanted to return to camp, he would ride toward his landmark, for no matter where he exited the mountains, he would cross the north-south route of the Trail before reaching Raton Mesa.




  With regret, Doc reversed direction at midafternoon. He knew it would be dark before he made it back to camp, but the sky was clear and the full moon would return at night. Travel after sundown wouldn’t be difficult, but he needed to find game before the light faded. He rode with his eyes sweeping the forest around him, searching for deer or elk.




  With his focus so intent upon the woods, it was a surprise to realize he traveled along a faint trail. Suddenly wary, he reined the horse to a stop and twisted in the saddle to look behind. The trail meandered for two hundred feet before disappearing into a thick grove of fir, and Doc wondered how long he’d ridden the path. The horse had found the trail and taken it, for trails offered the easiest passage.




  He studied the path, needing an answer to a grave question—was it a game trail, or man-made? Game used the path, the tracks of bighorn sheep were plentiful, and a fresh set of prints indicated a large elk passed by not long before. Though no sign of human use was apparent, Doc knew its origins were from man. A game trail often led through narrow openings in dense brush or under low-hanging limbs. Places where a person couldn’t walk upright. A man-made trail routed around such difficulties, and Doc was able to travel horseback without hindrance.




  The horse stamped a hoof, restless and ready to be on the move. The animal was a tough little mustang and wise to the ways of man and beast. Before capture, the mustang had lived on the plains west of the Mississippi. Over time, he became Doc’s favorite mount. The mustang ran all day on a few bites of grass and a smell of water. Together they ’d scouted prairie from the tall grass in the east to the short grass in the west.




  Doc had learned to trust the sharp-eyed little horse, and he now checked the mustang’s behavior. The horse seemed at ease, and the absence of footprints on the trail provided some comfort against the sudden understanding that he rode alone through a strange land. “Well boss, since we’re by ourselves out here ... let’s hope it stays that a-way.” He gave no thought to whether he spoke aloud to comfort himself, or the horse. “We best see if we can’t sneak our way through this bit of country.”


 



  Of its own, the mustang began moving at the sound of Doc’s voice. A quarter mile farther the forest gave way to a bald knob and the trail turned south. The mustang kept right on traveling east, straight for Raton Mesa like it had been his idea all along.




  They crossed the knob and descended into a narrow valley, pausing in the bottom to drink from a small creek. Remounting, Doc pointed the mustang up the far side and they scrambled their way to the top, and back into the forest. The scent of pine lingered in the crisp air and a bed of fallen needles muffled their passage. In the dark shade of the forest, the sun’s warmth disappeared, giving way to a sharp chill. Doc felt the coolness against his entire body despite the homespun cotton shirt and linsey-woolsey pants.




  They wound through a mixed conifer forest of pine and fir. He recognized ponderosa pine and limber pine, white fir and Douglas fir, though the Douglas wasn’t a true fir. A true fir bore upright cones, and the Douglas fir grew hanging cones like a pine or spruce. He’d seen a few spruce trees on the shady, northeast slopes of the valleys even though the elevation was below their normal range. Here and there, he spied mountain mahogany and American plum.




  And then he saw the buck. A fair-sized mule deer grazing near the trees at the edge of a mountain meadow. Less than five acres in size, the meadow was surrounded by forest, creating a small isolated park. Doc rode forward until he was a dozen feet from the meadow and still hidden among the trees.




  He checked the pan on his Lancaster rifle and, satisfied that all was in order, raised the weapon to his shoulder. The buck’s head lifted and it stared into the trees to Doc’s left. The deep boom of the rifle sounded across the meadow and the deer dropped. Doc rode forward through the smoke and paused on the meadow’s edge as his hands began the practiced routine of reloading the weapon. The hands became as motionless as the buck when his eyes noticed blood pouring from the ball’s entry—and from an embedded arrow.




  His mind flashed, and his head turned even as the thought formed. Left! The deer had stared to his left! Six Indians stood forty feet away, frozen in surprise. Doc yanked the reins over and kicked the mustang. The horse bounded into a run back through the trees. A piercing shout came from the meadow and a buckskin-clad form seemed to materialize from the shadows of the pines. The form rushed forward, tomahawk lifting for a throw. Doc clutched the half-loaded rifle in his right hand and, dropping the reins, tugged a pistol from his waistband and fired left-handed at the Indian. The figure crumpled as the mustang rushed past.




  Voicing a shrill yell, a second Indian appeared and loosed an arrow. The mustang staggered and fell, throwing Doc in a tumbling roll that swept the Indian from his feet. Reflex and panic spurred him quickly to one knee and he swung the heavy rifle as the Indian started to rise. With a sickening thud, the butt of the rifle caught the Indian’s head and snapped it back.




  In an instant, Doc was running. Dodging through the trees and away from the meadow, he ran like a man whose life depended on foot speed. No others came forth, though he could hear their shouts behind him. Clearing the trees at the lip of the small valley where he and the mustang rested earlier, he started down without breaking stride. Angling across the slope to keep from overrunning his feet, he sped toward the creek. In the water, he turned downstream and ran through the shallow flow.




  The voices faded, and slowly his frightened mind understood there was no pursuit. Abandoning the creek where it tumbled over exposed rock, Doc sped along the rock and into a grove of pines, halting under their cover. His breath came in deep ragged gasps. The thin mountain air tortured him with its lack of oxygen. His head began to swim, then his knees buckled and he collapsed to the mat of pine needles. Thought was impossible; his mind numbed by the narrowness of escape. His only movement was the involuntary heaving of his chest and the tremor in his arms and legs.




  Awakening with a jerked movement, Doc sat splay-legged and stared into the little valley. Under the tree branches, he was unable to get a read on the sun and so couldn’t tell for how long he’d lain unconscious. Down below, where he’d left the creek, his wet footprints had almost faded away, and the heaving of his chest and beating of his heart had settled down. At least now, clear thought was possible. Fifteen minutes? No, more like twenty, he decided. Either way, it was long past time to move.




  Struggling to rise, Doc sagged against the rough, sticky bark of a pine and waited for his woozy head to clear from the effort. It would take a while to adjust to the altitude, and another all-out flight would kill him. He would move, he told himself, but slow and steady until his lungs adapted to the thin air. How long would that take? he wondered. One day? Two?




  Chiding himself, Doc realized it was out of his hands. If they spotted him, he would run. After all, dead is dead. He took a stumbling step and stopped when he remembered the rifle still lay where it had fallen. Careful not to topple over, he bent down and collected it. A quick check of his waistband revealed the pistol was missing. Where he’d lost the pistol was as much a mystery as was his hanging on to the rifle. The rifle! Woodenly, his hands completed recharging the weapon. As ready as he could be, Doc slipped through the trees heading south.




  Not one to embrace melancholy, Doc held no thoughts of bad luck. Rather, he marveled at his fortune. He was alive and one, maybe two of the Indians weren’t. And though he was in trouble, he had a weapon. His bullet pouch containing balls, flint, and steel hung over his right shoulder, and over his left hung the powder horn. There were even a few pieces of jerked venison remaining. He wished for the mustang, though not for its ability to carry him from danger, but more from regret at the sacrifice of the tough little horse.


 



  CHAPTER TWO




  HIS SQUARE FACE A MASK CHISELED FROM STONE, Gunsi’s dark eyes glinted with rage as he knelt over the body of Sotli. Gunsi was not an attractive or pleasant man. He led others by sheer force of will, size, and an utter ferocity that stemmed from his total freedom from fear. The one weakness of Gunsi was Sotli, and the adoration the fourteen-year-old boy bestowed upon his older brother. But now, Sotli would not see his fifteenth year because Gunsi made a mistake.




  Kos-nos-un-da, Gunsi’s father, had protested when Gunsi offered to take Sotli on the raid. But Gunsi held firm, saying the boy had earned the right to go. As is common with young warriors of all colors, they dreamed dreams of victory and of inflicting suffering on their enemies, and never of defeat or suffering themselves.




  The Llanero brave reached out and scooped the body into his arms. He would face his father and accept whatever punishment Kos-nos-un-da meted out, but first he must bury Sotli and then kill the white man. Turning to Desan and Goso, Gunsi spoke. “Come, cousins, it is our burden to bury my brother.”




  Leaving the remainder of the Indians behind, the three men walked quickly and quietly into the forest. Tinde custom required immediate burial of the dead, with only close relations knowing of the site. Gunsi carried Sotli to a high point and lay the body upon the ground. Setting the boy’s tomahawk and other possessions on his chest, the three men covered Sotli with rocks and brush.




  The order to send Sotli and Kitchi circling through the trees came from Gunsi. Except for the rutting season, bucks often moved in groups of two or three, and as leader of the band, Gunsi wanted two deer to feed his nineteen men. He knew the buck grazing in the open meadow offered no challenge, but maybe if there was another buck in the woods, Sotli would get him. He’d wanted Sotli to make a kill, and rise in the esteem of the warriors. Kitchi was five years older than Sotli and should have kept him from attacking the white man alone. Had the white man not also killed Kitchi, Gunsi would have done so himself.




  The three Indians made their way back to the meadow and waited until Toh-Yah returned from burying his brother Kitchi. Toh-Yah and Gunsi were friend’s, and fierce rivals. Gunsi wanted to grieve for his friend’s loss, but was too angry with the dead Kitchi to feel any sorrow now. Toh-Yah’s eyes showed his anger at Gunsi for sending Kitchi with the boy instead of with a more capable brave. The two men exchanged a short nod of wordless agreement. Together, they would revenge their brothers and settle their argument afterward.




  “Goso, you will carry word of Sotli and Kitchi to the village and tell Kos-nos-un-da that I will return to his lodge only after the white man is dead,” ordered Gunsi.




  “No!” shouted the warrior. “Send Desan. I am the oldest and I will hunt the killer of my cousin.”




  Gunsi was tall for an Apache, broad and powerful. Of all the warriors, only Toh-Yah on occasion had been able to defeat Gunsi in games of cunning and skill. It was the reason the two were friends. They presented each other with a challenge, one worthy of complete respect. They both possessed the intelligence, strength, and courage to become the Llanero’s next leader, yet leadership could fall to one only. Toh-Yah had once spoken to Gunsi of a belief he held that one of them would die in battle, remembered by the tribe with stories and songs. The other would become leader. Gunsi had not mentioned it, but he held the same belief. Both friends were too powerful and capable to be less than chief. An honorable warrior’s death was the only fitting reward for the one who did not become leader of the Llanero.




  Taller than Goso, Gunsi stepped to the chest of the refusing warrior and towered over him. Piercing Goso with a withering glare, he spoke in a low voice crackling with energy and impatience. “You may be older than your brother, but Desan is a superior warrior. I will send Desan if I must ... after he has buried you.”




  Goso fidgeted and glanced at his younger brother. Desan stood impassive. Goso’s answer would determine his status as a warrior. If he accepted the order, then he accepted Gunsi’s statement that he was inferior. If he challenged Gunsi and the slur on his name, he would die. Desan pitied his brother, but held no animosity toward Gunsi. Goso refused to see his own shortcomings and so he never worked to overcome them.




  Gunsi glared at the warrior, waiting. He knew Desan would have fought him for saying such things, and he knew Goso wouldn’t. It was the very reason he wanted Desan with him.




  “I will go to the village. When you return, we will speak of this.” Goso’s statement was hollow bravado and all knew it. Desan thought his brother would have been better served by simply turning away. A toothless dog is no threat, no matter how loudly he growls. Even the loss of Sotli couldn’t keep a look of cruel humor from the face of Gunsi. Goso opened his mouth to issue the challenge that would end his life but the words refused to form. Slowly, stupidly, his mouth closed and Goso spun to stalk away. It took him almost a quarter mile of steady cursing to realize what he’d done. He openly challenged Gunsi! When the huge warrior returned, Gosa must make good his challenge or become less than a man, refused and spat on by women and mocked by children. The shamed warrior uttered a prayer that Gunsi not return.




  Gunsi eyed the fifteen men gathered around him, noting the impatience on the faces of the youngest. Good, he thought. He would use their young energy. He and the older men knew there was no rush. The white man couldn’t get away without his horse. They would kill him, but first, Gunsi wanted to capture him. For killing Sotli, the white man would die an ugly death for many days.




  The thought of his young brother released a flood of emotion that threatened to drown the Apache warrior in shame and anguish. Without thought, he pulled his knife and drew the sharp blade across his chest. The cut was deep, and the blood came forth and dripped down his torso, shedding the only tears a warrior could cry. He would wear the scar for the remainder of his life as a tribute to his brother and as a mark of repentance for himself. Falling to his knees, Gunsi raised his face toward the sky, saying, “Hear my oath. I will avenge Sotli with the blood of the white man ... or I will die!”




  Desan pulled his knife and sliced his palm. Kneeling down beside Gunsi, he pressed his open hand onto the bloody chest of his cousin. “I make this oath my own.”




  Toh-Yah’s hand went to his knife and he grasped the haft. His brother Kitchi called out for revenge. But Toh-Yah knew the white man was only partly to blame; Gunsi must share the blame as well. The white man would die. Must die. He had taken Llanero lives and Llanero warriors did not forget their fallen family. To take an oath swearing to kill those responsible would include Gunsi, wouldn’t it?




  He stared at Gunsi, confused by his thoughts. Shaking free of the disturbing feelings, his knuckles whitened on the haft and the blade began to lift. It was then a powerful sense of death froze Toh-Yah. Keen to such feelings, Toh-Yah sought to understand the sensation. Several times his mind resolved that the intense perception came from the energy of Gunsi’s oath, and the knife lifted a fraction. Each time his arm moved, his mind arrested the movement, holding the knife in its sheath as the perception turned to apprehension.




  While his mind and spirit wrestled, Toh-Yah stared at Gunsi, though he didn’t see him. Yielding to spirit, his hand dropped from the knife and he again saw his friend. Gunsi’s eyes were now upon Toh-Yah, and they held a look of confusion that slowly gave way to disdain. Toh-Yah couldn’t speak. He hadn’t the words to explain his hesitation to himself, or his friend, and both men felt the wedge drive between them.




  A low snarl rumbled in Gunsi’s chest and, leaping to his feet, he raised his arms wide, threw back his head, and roared. “Hear my oath. I will honor Sotli’s spirit with the blood of the white man ... or I will die!”




  Three miles away Doc paused and cocked an ear to the north. Had he heard something? A cold wind blew over him and he crossed both arms over his chest to huddle inside their limited warmth. He glanced west at the mountains and watched as the sun burrowed behind the craggy peaks. Would they pursue in the dark, he wondered? He had seen seven Indians, Apaches most likely, as this was their country. Doc was certain the man he’d struck with the heavy rifle was dead. He wasn’t sure about the one he’d shot. He had hit him; even left-handed, he couldn’t miss from that range. If only injured, would the other five remain to tend his wound? Maybe they would take him to their village.




  Reasonable, but not probable, Doc admitted. The man he shot hadn’t uttered a sound or made further movement; he simply collapsed. He knew, or rather felt, they were going to come after him. Doc glanced around, looking for shelter. He saw nothing that would suit him and decided to keep moving. The inky blackness under the canopy of trees made for slow travel. Several times, he saved himself from falling after catching his foot on a root or rock. In an hour or so, the full moon would rise and brighten the landscape enough for easier travel.




  On a thought, Doc swung east and left the trees for open ground. Before the moon rose, he would be hidden from sight beyond fifty feet or so. He decided to take advantage of the dark. He could travel faster in the open. Later, under the full moon, he could see well enough to skirt along the trees beneath their shadows. It came to him that he had abandoned the thought of shelter. It was better that he keep moving, adding distance between himself and the Indians. Besides, movement meant warmth, and it was going to get cold at this elevation.




  Finding himself at the top of a long canyon, he dropped down over the edge and made his way to the bottom. Several pools of water remained from the last rain and he drank until he’d quenched his thirst, then drank some more. Dehydration was a danger at this altitude and though water was plentiful in the mountains, he didn’t know when he might get his next drink.




  He allowed himself a brief nap, awakening fifteen minutes later. Doc had always been able to grab snatches of rest, a trick he’d learned while farming. During sowing and harvesting, a man’s workday meant toiling in the fields from gray dawn to blind-dark night. The hour before and after the workday was used to prepare and then repair. A good night’s rest came when you got a full four hours of sleep. Any chance he had during the workday for a breather, he’d used for sleep.




  Rising from the ground, he stretched his arms and legs to loosen them from the cold, and again drank his fill of water. He followed the base of the canyon as it descended to the southeast. It was warmer in the canyon and the rocky bottom would help hide his tracks. The canyon lay bathed in the soft light of the moon. No wind stirred the scattered pines and Doc saw no wildlife. The silence shrouded him like a thick blanket. The occasional noise from dislodging a rock or stone as he traversed the canyon seemed unnaturally loud. At each instance, Doc stopped and held his breath while listening for shouts that would signal his discovery.




  To his alarm, he found he was sweating in spite of the cold. He told himself to relax. The exertion, or fear, resulting in the sweat would only add to the cold and rob his body of heat. A man had to use care in traveling the high country. There were a hundred ways to die up here and the Apaches were only one of them. Despite the lure of her ample beauties, nature is a capricious mistress.




  Maybe he’d lost the Apaches. Hours had passed since his fight with them and even now, with the moon’s light, he could but barely see his path. Not even the best tracker could follow him until sunrise, and they had miles of rough ground and twisting trail to unravel before they caught up.




  Doc began to feel better. He wasn’t just thinking such thoughts in vain. They were true and he found comfort in them. He eased up to set a safer pace. As he walked, he considered the situation. Pulling one of the few remaining pieces of jerky from his pouch, he ate slowly, savoring the taste. He wasn’t concerned about finding food; the mountains were full of it. His concern came from spending time to hunt for it. The jerky would need to last until he felt safe enough to stop, or until he found a good place to hide for a few days.
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