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Glossary


booger—(noun) anything worthy of a cowhand’s fear; (verb) to scare.

boogered—(adjective) scared.

breechcloth—(noun) a cloth worn to cover the hips.

bronc—(noun) a horse that is not very gentle.

buoy—(verb) to lift or hold up.

chigo-na-ay—(Apache, noun) sun.

gig—(verb) to spur a horse.

hobble—(verb) to tie the legs together so an animal or person can walk but not run.

hooraw—(verb) to tease good-naturedly or celebrate wildly; (noun) the act of teasing or celebrating wildly.

intchi-dijin—(Apache, noun) black wind.

ittindi—(Apache, noun) lightning.

izze-nantan—(Apache, noun) medicine man.

just deserts—(noun) what a person has earned through his actions.

ka-chu—(Apache, noun) jackrabbit.

kah—(Apache, noun) arrow.

nock—(verb) to place a notched arrow in a bowstring.

pesh-litzogue—(Apache, noun) yellow iron or gold.

pindah-lickoyee—(Apache, noun) white eyes or white person.

pitch—(verb) to jump upward with stiff forelegs and fall back suddenly; said of a horse.

pollywog—(noun) nickname for a tadpole.

shied—(verb) past tense of “shy”: to jump as though startled.

Shis-Inday—(Apache, noun) men of the woods; Apaches’ name for themselves.

shoz-dijiji—(Apache, noun) black bear.

stompede—(noun) a cowhand’s way of saying “stampede.”

swan—(verb) to declare, as in “I swan.”

Usen—(Apache, noun) God.

wrangler—(noun) the cowboy responsible for taking care of the saddle horse herd.

yah-tats-an—(Apache, phrase) now it is dead, said of a killed animal.

yandestan—(Apache, noun) sky.

yay-hoo—(noun) yahoo; a person from the backwoods who would seem crude and out of place in a city.

yoke—(verb) to put a harness on an animal.
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CHAPTER 1
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Twelve-year-old Fish Rawlings’ skin was crawling.

He and his best friend Gid had dragged the shriveled old Indian with the long, yellow-white hair in under a shrubby tarbush. It was the best shade they could find on this rocky point. But the wind-blown leaves still let plenty of searing midday sun through.

The rays found the sickly Apache’s troubled eyes and a tortured face as cracked as an old saddlebag. The sunlight danced across his leather shirt and breechcloth and down rugged moccasins that reached almost to his knees. But all Fish could see was the wrinkled hand that pointed to the faraway Chisos Mountains. Jagged and lonely, the peaks rose out of a great sea known as the Chihuahuan Desert or Big Bend of Texas.

“The mountains cry—don’t you hear? The cradle of life bleeds—can’t you see?”


Fish had heard the Chisos were haunted. Now he had reason to believe it. Between moans, the aged Apache had been talking. He had whispered words Fish hadn’t understood, but the gestures had been plain. Years ago Fish’s pa had taught him Indian sign language. It had come in handy at times, but now the young cowboy almost wished he had never learned it. If he hadn’t understood the Apache’s every sign, his skin wouldn’t be crawling the way it was.

Just hovering over a painted Apache with a wicked knife at his belt was scary enough. After all, this was 1869, and Apaches were on the prowl for horses and scalps. Right now Fish was only a mile from the Rio Grande and the Mexico border. Just a half-day’s ride across the river was the Sierra del Carmen, the last stronghold of the Chisos Apaches. Twice already they had raided his Uncle Guy’s Texas ranch on the far side of the Chisos Mountains.

Twelve-year-old Gid was whirling left and right, searching the lechuguilla stalks. Like Fish, he dressed the part of a cowhand. He wore a sweat-stained hat, linsey-woolsey shirt, duck pants, and high-topped boots with spurs. With those deep dimples in his freckled face, he could usually grin a prairie dog out of its hole. But right now he looked mighty worried.

“What’s he a-tellin’ you, Fish?” he asked.

Oro, as the old Indian called himself, had told Fish plenty—ninety-two years’ worth, to be exact. It sure hadn’t been what Fish expected when they had ridden upon him a few minutes before. Oro had been sprawled in the blazing sun, far from his paint pony. He had been clutching his chest and fighting for breath. The boys had tended him the best they could. But it was plain to see that the old Apache had about reached his end.

“I know he’s sick and all,” added Gid, still studying the desert with near-panic. “But if there’s one Indian around, they’s liable to be more. What if one of them Apache barbers shows up? We gotta do somethin’!”


But Oro had only one thing left to tell. The anguished eyes suddenly seemed to stare deep into Fish’s soul as the quaking hand pointed again to the Chisos. When the old Indian began to speak in signs once more, his struggles were those of a dying man.

“Igive you the mountains’ secret—-just you! They bleed, and only you can stop it! Go! Do what I should’ve done! Go now!”

When Oro closed his eyes and his head fell to one side, Fish knew it was over. Or was it just beginning? With a shudder, he turned to Gid and found him staring down at the old Apache. Gid was Fish’s cousin, but he was also his brother now. Gid had lost his mother young, and Fish had lost his pa just a year ago. When Fish’s mother had married his Uncle Guy last month, the boys had found themselves in a real family again.

But none of that seemed very reassuring right now.

“We can’t help him no more, can we,” said Gid.

Fish turned to the Chisos Mountains. Now they seemed more than just a mighty island jutting out of the desert. They seemed downright eerie.

“Maybe there’s one thing we can do,” he whispered, feeling a sudden chill.

“Huh?”

Fish turned back to Gid. “There’s a lot of rocks around. Let’s bury him best we can and get out of here. This place gives me the creeps.”

Fish would have felt even jumpier if he had known what was on the nearby ridge.

Watching their every move from behind cacti and desert shrubs were eight sets of fierce Apache eyes—and one set not so fierce.
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A half-hour later the boys rode upstream, trailing along a rocky bluff high above the muddy Rio Grande. They had come all this way looking for horses that had strayed from the Rawlings outfit, the family ranch around on the other side of the Chisos Mountains. But now the boys had more important things on their minds.

“Wha’d that ol’ Indian tell you?” Gid asked over the strike of hoofs. “You looked white as a sheet back there. Still do.”

Fish nodded to the distant Chisos. “Ever hear Uncle Guy—I mean Papa Guy—tell about a lost mine up there?”

“The Spanish diggin’s in the Chisos? Why, sure. He heard all about it from his Mexican hands.”

“Wha’d they tell him?”

“You’ve heard it, same as me. Back in the 1700s—didn’t Papa say ’77?—the Spaniards had ’em a fort right across the river. San Vicente, I think. Anyhow, story is they made slaves out of the Chisos Apaches. Marched ’em blindfolded across the desert to the Chisos Mountains. Spaniards had ’em a mine up there, and they made them Indians work it for ’em. Found a lot of gold and silver, Papa said. Somehow the mine got lost over the years. That’s been what? A hundred years?”

“Ninety-two,” said Fish. “You believe any of that, Gid?”

“I dunno. Why?”

“That old Apache back there said he was one of the slaves—the last one left.”

Gid drew rein, stunned. “You’re kiddin’!”

Fish held his horse and looked straight into his best friend’s eyes. “I ain’t, but I don’t know if Oro was or not.”

“Oro?”

“That’s what he called hisself. Don’t that mean gold in Spanish?”

“Maybe. He tell you anything else about the mine?”

“Yeah. How to find it.”

Gid’s jaw dropped. For long seconds he just stared at Fish. “Why would he want to go and do that? Y ou ain’t even Indian.”

Fish took a deep breath and studied the faraway mountains. “I reckon he had his reasons.”

“You believe him?”

“Pa always said if a man’s dyin’, he don’t have any call to lie.”

“A gold mine!” exclaimed Gid. “A real gold mine! You think you can take us to it? Papa’s sure facin’ some hard times. He’s up at that Yankee fort in New Mexico right now, doin’ his best to get a beef contract. If he don’t get some money for them steers of his mighty quick, his whole ranch is liable to go belly up.”

Fish sure didn’t want to see that. Papa Guy had been awfully good to him and his ma. He had assumed a lot of extra burden by taking them in. He was a good man with plenty of love to give, just like Fish’s pa had been. For all that and more, Fish owed it to his uncle to help out any way he could.

But that’s not what Oro had intended when he had told him the Chisos’ darkest secret. Still, what good was gold or silver if nobody could ever spend it?

“This is Friday, ain’t it, Gid? Tell me what Sunday is.”

“Sunday’s the day after tomorrow. Sunday always comes the day after Saturday, and Saturday’s always the day after Friday.”

“I know that, silly billy. I mean, ain’t day after tomorrow Easter Sunday?”

“Why, sure. I thought you knowed that.”

Fish gigged his horse. “Come on! We got our work cut out for us! We got to find that old Spanish fort before sunup Sunday!”

“Why? What for? Hey, wait for me!”









CHAPTER 2
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“What’s so special about this place? Ain’t nothin’ here but a bunch of mud walls.”

Gid was right. They had roamed the Mexico side of the river a day and a half looking for this old fort. They had dared a blazing sun and crawling rattlers and Apache scalp knives. But Presidio de San Vicente was just a crumbling ruin on a sun-baked knoll a mile off the river. Meanwhile, twenty crow-flight miles northwest, above a camel’s hump ridge well into Texas, the Chisos Mountains brooded as mysterious as ever.

About the only decent walls left were those of the roofless chapel. But they were exactly what Fish was looking for.

As soon as he dismounted, he ran inside. He was trying to figure out where the original doorway had been. There were so many breaches now it was hard to tell. But only one notch opened to the Chisos.

Gid was too tired to climb off his roan horse. “Mama Elizabeth’s gonna go to worryin’ about us,” he said wearily. “I thought we was gonna go look for that lost mine.”

“We are,” said Fish, studying the creosote that grew out of the discolored melt-down. “This is where we gotta start. See that ol’ doorway? The one facin’ Texas and the Chisos? That’s where we gotta be standin’ come sunup tomorrow.”

“What for?” Gid asked, slumping in the saddle. Whenever Gid got tired, he got grumpy. And he was mighty tired right now. “Ain’t the sun gonna come up ever’where else too?”

By now Fish was standing right in the opening. He pointed just opposite the setting sun to a great, red-splashed band across the horizon.

“Look over yonder east of the Chisos. See what a wall the Sierra del Carmen makes? See all them teeth it’s got along its ridge?”

“So? I got teeth too. Just got precious little to sink ’em into out here. Serves me right, goin’ off on a wild goose chase this-away with you.”

“You wanna find treasure or not?” “Sure I do. But sourdough biscuits and fried steak sounds just about as good right now.”

“All right then. The sun will be cornin’ up right over the Carmen Mountains, and its first rays will shoot right between those highest teeth.”

“So?”

“So when they do, they’re gonna hit the Chisos—smack-dab where that lost mine is. Oro told me so. He come back here once and seen it.”

Suddenly Gid lost his hunger and found new energy. He straightened in the saddle, touched spurs to his horse, and took the roan in a lope right up inside the crumbling walls.

“Let me see! Let me see!” he cried.

If Fish hadn’t reeled back, Gid’s horse would have bowled him over.

“Whoa, boy! Whoa!” Fish cried, to Gid and the horse both. “I said sun -up, not sun-downi”

As night choked the ruins with heavy shadows, Fish slept where men long dead had walked.

He tossed and turned, because the half-melted walls were as ghostly as the Spanish empire had been mighty. In his dreams he didn’t even seem to be Fish anymore. Instead, he was the young Apache boy Oro, who would carry a secret through his long, hard life.

He was outside his parents’ lodge in a desert hideaway. He was watching scowling Spaniards with deadly lances storm the Apache camp on war horses. The invaders wore dark, flat-brimmed hats and spurs with big rowels. They had thick shields and arrow-proof leather vests.

War cries rang out as warriors ran for their weapons. They had been caught off-guard, but they were brave and determined. Their metal-tipped arrows flew and their gleaming knives flashed. Still, their weapons were no match for muskets and pistols. The battle was swift and the outcome never in doubt.

When it was over, the Spanish victors tied their captives’ hands and hobbled their legs. They yoked them like oxen and marched them away into slavery. The prisoners were mere boys like Oro, and full-grown men like his father. Defeated but not beaten, they trudged without a whimper under the sting of the Spaniards’ whips.

The lash found his father’s shoulders often. But Oro never saw him flinch. Instead, Oro read a building hatred in the warrior’s proud eyes, as well as an unspoken truth.

Someday the Spanish devils would pay for this.

Fish awoke with a start to the eerie sound of bells tolling.

He bolted upright in the dark, his heart suddenly hammering. It had been nearly a century since bells had rung in this old church. He whirled and found the shadows thicker than ever. But now the night seemed quiet, except for his own rapid breathing and Gid’s snoring.

Still, Fish was covered with chill bumps. What was he getting himself into?

“Hey, Gid, Gid—you hear somethin’?” he whispered. Fish was nudging his cousin and searching the dark at the same time.

“Huh? I’m tired, Papa. Let me sleep some more, Punk.”

“I ain’t your papa. Or Punk neither, that sorry rascal. Come on. Wake up, Gid. I heard somethin’.”

“Huh? What?”

“A racket. Shook me plum’ out of my bedroll.”

Gid raised his head sleepily. “I don’t hear nothin’. You must’ve been dreamin’.”

Fish still couldn’t calm his hammering heart. “Yeah,” he tried to assure himself. He studied the gloomy walls that suddenly seemed to crowd so close. “I… I must’ve been dreamin’.”

He lay back, feeling the panic race through him. He edged as close to Gid as he could get, then scooted even closer. If anything haunted these ruins, maybe the two of them together would look too big to tangle with.

“What the dickens you doin’?” asked Gid. “You’re just about layin’ on top of me.”

“Ju-just cold, I reckon,” said Fish, still scanning the walls anxiously.

“Cold? Why, you could near’ fry an egg without any fire tonight.”

Fish withdrew an inch or two, just enough so Gid wouldn’t complain. Soon, Gid lapsed into sleep again. But Fish stayed wide-eyed. He didn’t know if he would ever sleep again. Shivering, he lay there under a star-studded sky and seemed to live Oro’s story once more.

The fort’s walls were strong again, strong enough to hold a proud race captive. Day after day at the cruel whims of their masters, Oro and his people toiled under a broiling sun. From dawn until dusk, they forged horseshoes and trinkets, spurs, and shiny conchos. And always it was from the silver or yellow metals the white men had such a liking for.

Every moon when the gates opened for a dusty burro train, the days grew longer. There were forty jack-loads of ore to cast into heavy bars and stack in a barred storehouse.

Even as the sweat poured, the guards denied the captives anything but water and corn meal. A daily bowl of porridge was enough to keep a boy like Oro alive, but not a grown warrior. As the weeks passed, his parents withered away. All too soon, their skin hung loosely over their bones.

One day the guards marched Oro and the men through the gates. There was a great hole outside and a winding path leading down. At the bottom, the guards briefly held each warrior at a dark tunnel extending into the rock. No more than six feet high, it seemed to point straight toward the Rio Grande and the Chisos Mountains.

When Oro reached the shaft, the Spaniards did what they had done to every captive before him. They tied his arms, hobbled his legs, and slipped a blindfold over his eyes. As everything went black, Oro suddenly knew more than he had ever expected. If his captors wanted to keep this route such a secret, it had to concern the shiny metal they valued more than human lives.

Rough hands prodded him inside, and Oro was on his way to a hidden mine that would haunt him all his years.

Fish rolled over to face the Sierra del Carmen through a breach in the wall. A red glow hugged the mountains’ broad and saw-like crest.

“Gid! Gid, get up!” he cried, shaking his cousin. “The sun’s cornin’ up! We gotta be in that door a-watchin’! We gotta find us a lost mine!”
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