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Bad day.
They had all been bad days lately. Thomas thought about other times when there had been no bad days, only days to get work done, to work with his hands and mind. Even when bad things were involved even when death was involved his days in the Army, as the very first Negro lieutenant in the Buffalo Soldiers, the all-Negro regiment of the cavalry, had been good ones.
Foolishness, he thought.
Steel your mind.
It seemed as if he had spent a lot of time lately steeling his mind. And it seemed as if it was getting harder to do. Retirement did not agree with him; and even the Sherlock Holmes stories, which had always brought him so much joy, and which he still looked forward to receiving every six months in a packet of Strand magazines sent from New York, brought him little solace these days. It was as if his restless mind could no longer concentrate on mere fiction, that the loss of his vocation had, over the last months, begun to turn him into the one thing he had always guarded against.
You're soft, Thomas.
You're soft and if you don't watch it, you're going to get old.
He rose from the chair he had been sitting in, the one facing the front window of his home on Maple Street in Boston, Massachusetts, and waved an impatient hand at the air.
Bah, he thought, it's all foolishness. I'm already soft, and already old. An old man sitting in front of the window waiting for the mail.
Out of the corner of his eye he caught movement on the street outside, and turned to face the window again. Sure enough, the mailman was making his slow way up the path toward the house. John Reynolds, his name was. Bundled up to the chin against the cold, with his cap pulled down over his earmuffs. He looked like a blue tick.
The mailman caught his eye through the frosted window, and Thomas started to wave his hand in greeting; but Reynolds merely looked away, scowling. Another bigot in a country of bigots. Thomas was sure that if the force of the federal government wasn't behind Reynolds, the man would have dropped the mail in the snow and walked away.
As it was, there was the sound of the mail-man jamming the letters into the box and hurrying away, his back to Thomas as he left the gate open on his way to the next house.
Scowling himself, biting back his anger, Thomas went to the door, opened it, bracing himself against the blast of cold air that pushed in, pulled the crumpled mail from its wall box, and closed the door again.
His pension check was not among the creased letters, and, momentarily, another flare of anger rose and then died within him. Damned bureaucrats. Ever since Roosevelt had come to office in 1901, two years ago, the system of government had come to a complete halt. The damned Republican cared more about trees and bears than he did about the men who had fought, and too often died, in Indian wars, making the West safe for white settlers. And Roosevelt of all people, who had at least been out there himself, seen the land with his own eyes, experienced at least some of the hard-ships, and knew what it was like . . .
A single letter fell from the mass of handbills and fluttered to the floor. For a moment hope rose within Thomas, thinking that maybe the check had come at last. For an instant, he even thought that perhaps Roosevelt wasn't a bad sort after all
But it was not a government check at all. Thomas raised the envelope to the lighted window. There was something dimly familiar about the scrawl of handwriting on the face. The letter looked as though it had been through a war. Besides the mailman's crumpling, the letter was torn in one corner and stained with something that looked like coffee across the front. The lettering on the address was smudged.
Thomas turned the letter directly to the light. The coffee stain, up close, was clotted and uneven. . . .
Chicory coffee.
Only chicory coffee would leave that distinctive gritty blotch. And the handwriting. . .
The lettering, he now saw, was not smudged at all, but had been written with a dipped quill in a trembling hand. A blotter had been badly employed, further running the letters. The writing was familiar. . . .
Adams. Bill Adams, one of the very few white men in the 101st Cavalry worth a spit. He had been Thomas's friend and confidant, the only non-private, with the exception of young Sergeant Chase, who had been sorry to see Thomas retire.
But Adams had never trembled over anything, not at Fraser Pass during the war with Victorio, not in the teeth of death in Limpia Canyon, when surrounded by an overwhelming force of rogue Mescaleros commanded by Victorio's vengeance-seeking brother. . . .
Thomas almost tore the letter open, and then hesitated over the tear along one edge.
Examining it more closely, he saw that the tear had been made deliberately, a small thumb-ripped opening that had then been straightened down the edge by the pull of a knife or letter opener. But the would-be opener had hesitated before the letter could be pulled out, and had abandoned his task.
Thomas faced the letter toward the window again, and studied the postmark.
April 14, 1902.
Nine months ago.
And with a postmark from Tucson, Arizona. Is that where Adams was?
Again suppressing an urge to open the letter, Thomas instead crossed the room, lay the letter down on a lamp table while he bent to pull a wooden cartridge box from under his bed. He had to move aside a stack of Strand magazines to get at the box, which was covered with dust. He rested the box on his knees and blew the dust off. Glancing at the unmade covers of the bed, he winced momentarily, realizing just how soft he had become. Instead of sharp military corners, the covers were piled in a heap, unmade.
He thought of Sherlock Holmes.
At least I haven't reduced myself to taking cocaine.
He shook his head.
That's no excuse.
He turned his attention to the box, and went slowly through it. Two letters from Lincoln Reeves on top, the most recent received nearly a month before. Whose turn was it to write? With shame, he realized that he had not written back to Reeves, not answered either this letter or the last. The young man he had thought of as his Watson must wonder at this point if Thomas was even alive.
He set the two letters aside on the unmade bed, resolving to answer them this day.
Next were family papers, the deed for this very house from his deceased Aunt Martha Johnston Mullin. The house had been left to her by the abolitionist Fay Gordon, who had died proud though nearly penniless after Boston ostracized her for her relationship with a former black slave. There were other papers relating to the property, various town ordinances meant to ostracize the property itself, abolitionist lawyer writs blocking those moves by the city of Boston, etc.
Next was a flat of cardboard, and beneath that, Thomas's Army papers.
He had located the last correspondence from Bill Adams in a moment. Nearly three years. The handwriting on the last letter, from Adams's newest, and last, post at Fort Brayden, in northern Arizona, was firm and confident. He remembered the letter as being full of hope. Adams would be retiring in six months, and moving to Arizona to live with his daughter. There had been some chatting about old times, about how they would have to get together after Adams's retirement even though both of them knew that would probably not happen, about Bill's sorrow that Thomas's bid for reenlistment had been turned down. Thomas even recalled Adam's phrasing, "They stepped on your neck real good, Thomas, and I'm sorry there's nothing I can do about it. Comes with the territory of laying low on the ladder all these years. If only Grierson or one of the other mucky-mucks were still in power in Washington..."
Thomas laid the letter back in the cartridge box, rose, and retrieved Adams's new letter from the lamp table.
So. . . he thought, a faint stirring of juices long dormant, of interest and excitement, already beginning to rise within him.
He opened the letter carefully, unsticking the back flap, noting how carelessly it had been sealed to begin with.
He pulled the letter from within.
As he unfolded and looked at it, a pang of sorrow drowned out the rise of interest; but then the excitement quickly overcame the sorrow, pushing it to the back of his mind.
He pulled the letter up to his nose. It nearly reeked of alcohol. An amber stain, different from the coffee stain on the envelope, washed the upper right-hand corner of the page. That was where Adams would have kept his whiskey glass. He was, Thomas remembered, right-handed. And so, that coffee stain on the envelope was evidence that the letter had been written in the throes of alcohol, and was probably sealed and mailed during the aftermath of attempted recovery, while Adams had been drinking coffee.
The letter was dated April 10th, bearing this out.
If anything, the handwriting on the letter was even worse than that on the envelope.
Thomas folded the letter flat on the table top and read:
~ * ~
Dear Thomas,
It is not with joy that I write you this time, I'm afraid. Things have not gone as I had planned. Perhaps if this were the Army, things could be handled differently, but I doubt it. We both know how the Army operates, and in this case the result would be no better. There is a man in Tempe, name of Cross, who would help, but I heard he's out with the 66th, scouting, and won't be back from California for at least eighteen months. He owes me, but that's another story.
My Abby is gone, Thomas. . . .
~ * ~
Here there was an obvious pause while Adams took a drink; there was evidence that the spill on the letter had occurred at this point. Thomas could almost see his friend blotting the alcohol from the page before continuing. The letter went on:
~ * ~
I'll be honest with you, because you'd figure out anyway that I'm in the bottle and feeling badly. Seems I invested a bit too much in my life after the Army, and when things did not turn out as I planned I took a bit of a fall.
But my Abby, as I said, is gone. She's only nineteen, now, Thomas, you may remember my talking about her years ago. To me she was only a baby then, and her momma was raising her on the Papagos reservation here, though in Christian ways. In my head, she was always my little girl, but when I came back to Tucson she was all grown up, with ideas of her own. She didn't want to live in Tucson City with me, at least not at first; but even after she came to live with me I could see she wasn't happy. But then, things seemed to get better. And then she disappeared.
~ * ~
Again there was a pause, Thomas could feel it. And once again when the man went back to writing, he was drunker, and his hand less steady:
~ * ~
Thomas, I'm a desperate man, if you can't tell. Abby's mother was a good woman, and tried to raise her the way I wanted.
I have no right to ask this of you, old friend. I realize that Boston must seem very far away from the Army and from Arizona, but . . .
~ * ~
Again a lengthy pause, before Adams asked the question he felt he had to steal himself to ask:
~ * ~
You're the best friend I've ever known, Thomas, and the best tracker. If you could help me, I would be beholden to you for my life. I hesitate to ask you for old times' sake, but if that's all that it takes, for my daughter, I'll do that. All right, my daughter is Injun, at least half, but she's all I have, and I don't want a horrible thing to happen. I'm afraid I must sign off now with this plea I've made. . . .
~ * ~
The letter was unsigned, with a running line, blotted carelessly, after the last word. Perhaps Adams had thought to reopen the letter, remembering that he hadn't signed it. Thomas wondered, also, if the man had hesitated to ask for his help, or found it so difficult, because Thomas was Negro.
That's an evil thought.
Sighing, Thomas walked to the window and looked out. Still holding the letter, he put his hands behind his back and clasped them. No, it wasn't such an evil thought. As much as Bill Adams was a friend, he had still found it difficult to ask Thomas's help, simply because of the difference in their skin color. Adams would deny it, but still, here in this time, thirty years after the War Between the States, Thomas was a second-class citizen merely because his skin was dark. In the Army, especially in the Buffalo Soldiers, the difference between him and Adams had been easier to ignore; but here, in the real world, the stigma was unavoidable.
Thomas stared out at the January white of Boston, where the people professed equality but didn't live it, and thought of the warmness of Tucson.
Adams had found it difficult to ask. But he had asked.
I'll help you, old friend, Thomas thought. I'll help you merely because you're my friend, and, almost as importantly, because if I don't, if I stay here in two-faced Boston, pacing the rooms of this little house and brooding, I will lose my mind, along with the rest of my pride.
Having decided, Thomas turned away from the window. There was a perceptible smile on his face. He held the letter almost lovingly in his hand, and placed it carefully on the lamp table as he turned to make the bed in sharp military corners, and thought of what he would need to take with him.
Three days later, in Birmingham, Alabama, Lincoln Reeves's own life was turned upside down by the arrival of a letter. This one was delivered by a black man, though, with whom, if Lincoln had any enmity, he was unaware of it.
"Nice day, George," Lincoln said, meeting the man at his own rickety gate. Like everything else on the sharecropper's farm, it needed fixing. Like everything else, it would have to wait in line.
"They all the same to me, Mistah Reeves," George said, shaking his head. Lincoln tried to recall if he had ever seen the man smile, and came up empty. "One day goes intuh the next, and then th' nex' day come aftuh that."
"Whatever you say, George." Lincoln took his mail from the dour mailman and smiled. He looked at the slate-blue sky over the dusty field, the clouds, felt the almost spring-like warmth. As the mailman turned away, already shaking his head, Lincoln said, "Couple of months it'll be spring, and then I can get to planting. And won't that be fine, George?"
"Whatever you says, Mistuh Reeves," George said, continuing to shake his head as he went through the gate, closing it behind him. He chuckled slightly. "Whatever you says. You say hi to that wife and baby of yours, now, Mr. Reeves."
Lincoln watched the man retreat down the dusty road, then looked at the sky again. It would be fine. It certainly would. His first crop, on his own well, almost his own farm, and this was a fine day, and this was, after all, a fine life. Inside he heard Matty singing to the baby, and Lincoln had, at this moment, to admit to himself that he had done all right for himself. He had come about as far as he had wished, if not as far as he had hoped. And Thomas Mullin had told him ordered him to stay in the Army. What did the old man know? . . .
A moment later, glancing at the mail in his hand, Lincoln had a moment of wonder. Had he conjured Thomas Mullin up? For there, at the top of the thin stack of letters, was a crisply cornered letter from the Lieutenant, the first Lincoln had received in nearly a year. And here Lincoln had begun to worry about the old man, that things were slipping for him. Lincoln thumbed the flap of the letter open, wincing at the ragged tear he was putting in it, almost waiting for Mullin to snap a comment at him:
"What's the matter, Trooper? Are you so lazy that you can't open an envelope properly? What if that envelope were evidence? What if you were destroying evidence?"
Reeves pulled the thin sheet out, laughing inwardly at his picture of the man he had conjured up. Even now, even at this distance in time and miles, Lieutenant Thomas Mullin still made Lincoln's back stiffen up in salute, his mind more alert. It was silly... .
Lincoln read the short note, and instantly felt himself go rigid and alert. Not so silly.
"Matty!" he called, already wincing at the fight he would have with his wife. He could only hope she would understand.
Resolutely, steeling himself for the confrontation to come, he mounted the creaking steps of the farmhouse, vowing to fix them as soon as he returned, opened the squeaking screen door to enter.
A day later, filled with guilt and remorse, he was packed and ready to go. Another fine day was dawning; it would be even warmer than yesterday, the temperature climbing perhaps into the sixties. Wonderful weather for January. There were a lot of chores that wouldn't get done today. . . .
"Matty," he said, unable to say anything else, holding his hands out in supplication. His carpetbag lay at his feet on the porch. In Matty's arms, the baby cooed and twisted, following the flight of an early morning crow cawing through the air over the near field.
"You say you'll be back before planting," Matty said solemnly.
"Matty, I promise. You can get Jedediah and Marcus to help until then. Jedediah knows how to fix things, the pump and such, and if by any chance I was late he could start the early plowing." Seeing her eyebrows go up he continued in a rush. "Though I know that won't be necessary. But . . . if it is, he'll do it. He owes me big, I got him started last year. And Marcus is good with the baby, and can run chores to town. Oh please, Matty, don't be mad at me."
"I'm not mad at you, Lincoln," she said evenly. "I'm mad at Thomas Mullin and the Army."
"Don't be, Matty."
"When the Army gets hold of you, it's the only thing can make you act like this. Everything else, you're your own man. I just can't understand why you have to drop your life and run. Especially to help some white man."
~ * ~
He reached out to take one of her hands, but instead, she shifted the baby from the crook of her other arm and handed it to him.
"Say good-bye to your papa, Washington," Matty said coldly. "Say good-bye to your papa who's leaving you to help some crazy old fool find a drunk white man's Indian daughter."
The baby cooed, looking up into Lincoln's face and smiling. Lincoln looked at Matty imploringly.
"Matty, I've told you. These are the only two men from the Army I would do this for. Sergeant Adams saved my life. And Lieutenant Mullin is
"Like a father to you," Matty finished. "I've only heard it a thousand times, Lincoln." Suddenly, as she saw him reach down for his bag, her tone softened.
He straightened up, handed the baby to her. "I have to go, Matty," he said, turning away.
"Lincoln " She put her hand on his arm, gripped him tight, turned him around.
He looked down at her. "Matty, I said I'm sor
"I know," she whispered, reaching up to kiss him. Suddenly she was crying. "I know, and I understand. But you have to be careful."
"Of course I'll be careful," he said. He brought his lips down to the baby's head and kissed his crown. "And you be careful, too."
When he looked back at Matty she was still crying. "Oh, Lincoln." she said, hugging him tight.
"I know, Matty, I know."
Gently, he pulled away from her, walked down the steps, and didn't look back until he was far away, across his sharecropped field, at the edge of the land that might one day be his or his son's.
When he looked back he waved, and Matty waved back, and made little Washington wave, too.
Steel your mind, Thomas.
He hadn't remembered how truly tedious a long train trip could be. What at first began as an exciting excursion, a setting out for new places on a machine that traveled the rails faster than any man could run or ride, became, after the first few days, a boring series of embarkings and debarkings, facing an endless dull panorama of shorn trees and winter whiteness. What had at first been charming soon turned maddening, and Thomas was thankful for the thin stack of unread Strand magazines he had brought in his bag. He had particularly enjoyed Conan Doyle's most recent adventure, published in the December 1902 edition, recounting the "Adventure of the Speckled Band." Conan Doyle was back at his best, after a disastrous interlude where he had tried to kill Sherlock Holmes off, then, after an outcry which Thomas had only been too willing to add to, posting three letters in as many days to the Strand after they had dared to offer to the reading public the outrage titled "An Affair at Reichenbach Falls."
But the present adventure was more up to snuff, with Holmes employing all of his deductive powers to great end, and Thomas knew this Holmes story was a fine one because he had been unable to guess its ending. That had only happened once in the last year, a sure sign that Conan Doyle had been losing his powers.
Perhaps we're both coming back, Conan Doyle, he thought.
He shifted his weight on his bag, and looked out the window. The baggage car was empty now, another Negro having gotten off in Fort Worth. Only twice in the past two weeks had he sat in the last passenger car, but that was back in the East, where segregation was more subtle, and now that he was back in the South, the more overt forms of racism were evident. But baggage cars could be made comfortable, and the Negro porter on this train had taken good care of him, and made sure that he was fed properly and allowed to use the men's facilities after the white passengers had gone to bed for the evening... .
The window was small, and smudged, but it showed the same relentless vista of bleak winter, the same denuded trees, only mercifully shy of snow.
Thomas tucked his Strand magazine away and drew out the papers in his jacket pocket.
The first was the letter from Bill Adams, which he had been over numerous times. Always he came to the same conclusions. The second was a telegram from Lincoln Reeves, waiting for him in Kansas City, as he had instructed, with one word, Yes.
These two he put away, finding no more interest in them. The third, however, still held his attention. It was another telegram, this one from Tucson, from the landlord of the hotel where Bill Adams had been staying. Though it was few in words, it told Thomas much:
~ * ~
ADAMS BELIEVED DEAD STOP. INJUN BEING HELD STOP. MARSHAL SAYS NO ARMY IN TERFERENCE NEEDED STOP. CATES.
~ * ~
Apparently Mr. Cates had misunderstood Thomas's own telegram, regarding his present status with the U.S. Army. That was fine, and irrelevant. Besides the fact that his friend might be dead, Thomas found he could read volumes from the short message.
First, it was obvious that Bill had gone after his daughter and was missing somewhere on the Papagos Reservation. This did not change Thomas's mission, but only made it more urgent. Bill Adams, despite his alcoholism, knew how to travel and how to survive. Thomas would reserve judgment on his death until he had seen a body. Secondly, there was an Indian being held for Adams's supposed murder. This alone Thomas found curious, since Cates had stated that Bill was believed to be dead. And the Marshal who was handling this case had apparently decided that he didn't like Thomas already, based merely on the fact, however misinterpreted, that Thomas was an Army man. This implied friction with the local Army people. Nowhere had Thomas mentioned that he was Negro, and this fact was apparently not known. So the marshal, and Mr. Cates, would have a surprise for them when Thomas arrived.
But the most telling piece of paper Thomas had was one that didn't exist, the reply to his second telegram, which Thomas had sent from St. Louis, and which had never been answered. So Thomas had already been cut out of the loop, and would be on his own when he arrived.
Thomas put Cates's telegram away, and again looked out the smudged window.
The shorn trees of winter had been replaced, not by snow, but by the beginnings of Texas desert. This was a place he knew. A mere two hundred miles west lay Abilene, and another hundred miles to the south and west of that lay Fort Davis, which had been his home in the Army for so long.
He found himself sitting straighter, clearing the smudged window so he could look out. Already, west of Fort Worth, the trees were changing to desert oak, cottonwood, and mesquite brush. Winter had been left behind. Remembrance, and longing, flooded through him, and it occurred to him just how much he had missed this landscape. This land was like his soul, sparse and clean, and all the clutter of the East had only contributed to the crowding of his mind and the softening of his spirit. It was as if a spigot had been opened, letting out all the tarnish that had built up in him over the past five years, leaving only cold steel behind. He felt, if not young, then at least himself again.
He was home.
With a satisfied sigh, he turned away from the window and pulled out another copy of the Strand magazine from his bag. It was a story he had read many times before, the first installment of "The Hound of the Baskervilles," but he didn't care.
In the next hours, as light turned brighter with noon and then dimmer with evening, obliging him to hold the pages of the magazine to the window as he read, he was lost in a world that he loved and knew, and the words steel yourself did not enter his mind, because there was no need.
In the high mountain, the one known as OtoA-Pe, the sacred mountain, the eagle waited.
The eagle was patient. Its eyes were sharp, and its mind clear. The eagle saw all from its perch, and all that it saw, it ruled.
The eagle was a god.
And the people worshipped it. And feared it, for the eagle was a vengeful god, one to take measures against those who invited its wrath.
And the people below, the Tohono O'otam, whom the white man called the Papagos, had angered the eagle.
The Tohono O'otam were a peaceful people, but this did not concern the eagle. It did not care that they were at peace with themselves. The white man preyed on them, as did the Spanish before them. The eagle cared little for the gifts they left for it, the coiled baskets of devil's claw and yucca sewn over bear grass, the horsehair miniatures they left as tokens at the foot of its perch. The food they left, from their meager cultivation of the flood plains below, it ate but did not taste. For the eagle had little but derision for the Tohono O'otam, whom it considered weak, and it had only anger for them in its heart.
They had tried to talk with the eagle, to assuage it, but this was to no avail. It was when the eagle had clawed their headman, the Keeper of the Smoke, who had come to speak with it, and whose body it had hurled to the rocks below for the council of old men to see, that the Tohono O'otam knew that its wrath was great, and that its anger for them was vast. It was then that it had swooped down on them, and bloodied one of their squaws in the night as she slept, and gave them the sign that it would only be assuaged if this sacrifice was brought to it at each sign of the moon. In their dreams, the eagle knew that they saw what it wanted to curb its wrath. And though there was much sad singing in the reservation below, and many tears, this is what they gave the eagle.
Tonight, on the night when the moon disappeared from the sky, they would give it to him again.
The eagle saw them, with its sharp eyes, by the light of many sharp stars, climbing the rocks below to leave what it demanded at the foot of its perch. Even now they moaned and sang. The new Keeper of the Smoke led them, declaiming the visions he had, and behind him the old women circled the young squaw they would leave for the eagle. She was filled with dreams and smoke, the eagle saw. It wondered if they had given her white man's whiskey, for she stumbled in their midst, and spoke loudly, and even laughed. She did not act as she would if they had given her the doorway of dreams. This only made the old women moan louder, and the Keeper of the Smoke speak louder with his prayers, mixing the native with the prayers of the Catholic faith they had intermingled with their own beliefs, so that the eagle would not hear the squaw's laughter and become even more angry.
Anger stirred within the eagle and with it the momentary wish to swoop down and claw them all, but it held back, and only watched with its sharp eyes.
When they had come close enough for the eagle, it merely moved its feathered wings in the darkness, and they immediately halted below it.
The Keeper of the Smoke looked up, and there was fear in his eyes as he searched the darkness, trying to see the eagle.
The eagle, filled with loathing for the old man's weakness, waited quietly.
"Eagle god, ruler of Oto-A-Pe, ruler of the high mountain, and the vistas, and skies surrounding it, we have come!"
Though the old man tried to sound strong, the eagle could hear the trembling weakness in his voice.
"Great bird," the old man went on, "whose wrath is great and mighty, we have brought to you the gift you desire. We ask that now, this time, your anger with the Tohono O'otam be melted as the quick snow in the desert morning, and that peace return between you and the Tohono O'otam! We have only peace for you in our hearts, and wish for your vengeance to fly as you fly, strong and mighty, above the clouds!"
The eagle waited for a moment, hearing the old man's labored breathing at the height of the mountain and his fear, hearing the young squaw tittering, and the old women trying to quiet her.
"Great eagle," the Keeper of the Smoke said, "do you hear me?"
Now, the eagle merely fluttered its wings. "The eagle hears," the old man said to the squaws, turning away.
The eagle relished the sadness in his voice. Again the eagle fluttered its feathered wings, and the Keeper of the Smoke said to the old women, "We must go."
The old women turned away, but then as the young squaw fell to her knees, laughing, one of the old women fell beside her, crying and holding on to her. The squaw laughed, but the old woman held her tight, weeping, and crying to heaven.
The Keeper of the Smoke tried to make her let go of the squaw, but could not. "You must come with us, the eagle is angry," he said, but the old woman continued to moan, rocking the laughing squaw in her arms.
The eagle, relishing the moment, fluttered its wings in a wide arc.
"You must leave!" the Keeper of the Smoke cried.
But the old woman would not leave the squaw.
The eagle made a movement with its claw on the ground, and suddenly the old man below stood up and turned away. The other old women were already making their way hurriedly down the path to the rocks below.
The old woman continued to rock the squaw in her arms and weep.
Angered now, the eagle spread its wings and moved forward.
"For the last time, you must go!" the Keeper of the Smoke called out, stopping as he made his way down into darkness. The eagle thought with satisfaction of the bad night the Keeper of the Smoke and the old women would pass in the thin air below him, because they could not possibly make their way down the mountain in darkness.
"Come!" the Keeper of the Smoke ordered, but the old woman ignored him.
The squaw laughed, trying to push the old woman away.
Giving up, listening to the moaning warnings of the rest of the old squaws, the Keeper of the Smoke retreated.
The eagle waited, seeing with its sharp eyes the night, the sweeping plains far below, the hurrying figures of the Keeper of the Smoke and the old women, the dark moon, the thin, high clouds, the stars.
The young squaw laughed.
The eagle raised its wings high, fluttering its feathers and letting the cold air fill them, readied its claw, and swooped down.
As the eagle reached them, the old woman screamed. But the young squaw looked up at him, laughing, whiskey in her eyes, reaching out to stroke the eagle's feathers, and said, "Look, it flies like the wind!"
Hovering above them, the eagle looked down upon her with its sharp eyes for a moment.
Then the eagle's claw came down from the night upon them both. And the night of the dark moon was filled with cries of vengeance taken.
Tucson was similar to Fort Davis, but different in subtle ways. They both shared desert characteristics, both shared the dry, clean air that Thomas had so forgotten about in humid Boston, but they were different pages from the same book. For one thing, Thomas had never seen saguaro cactus before. They were a species unknown to West Texas, and, indeed, he was told, by a crusty Negro miner named Coleman he had shared last leg of his interminable train trip into Tucson on the Southern Pacific Railroad with, unknown to the rest of the world. Saguaro climbed up hillsides in ranks, stood like sentries at the sides of roads, and indeed seemed to grow wherever they wished in the arid climate of Tucson.
The mountains, too, were different here. The Fort Davis area had been dominated by two ranges, the Eagle and Davis mountains, small chains that lay like dropped strings upon a table. Tucson itself lay at the curling bowl of a low mountain, and the area immediately surrounding was dotted by small peaks; it wasn't until one rode thirty to forty miles of flat territory through Indian reservation land that the real mountains began.
And the city of Tucson was, well, a city. Fort Davis had been little more than a few ranches and stores clustered for protection close around the fort itself; here was a growing, sprawling, flat expanse of construction that seemed as though it might never stop. The same Negro miner had pointed out the massive building, under construction, of St. Augustine Cathedral, and the cluster of buildings, like a child's unfinished block construction, of the University of Arizona. "Got to remember," the miner had said, "that ever since these here United States bought this piece of sand and rock in 1853, something called the Gadsden Purchase they calls it the 'Godsend Purchase' around here that they's been doing nothing but building. Prob'ly build right to the horizon 'fore they's finished. If they's ever finished." The miner held out, a final time as they stood on the platform of the station, his whiskey flask. "Sure you don' want a little? Gonna need it, being that color and not working for the white man 'round here. As for me, I sometimes wish I was back in Memphis, bad as that was."
Thomas had waved him off yet again, and asked for directions to the hotel run by Cates, who had sent him one telegram and neglected to send the second.
The man had told him where it was, then said, "You wants to be careful 'round them folks, friend." He clasped his hands tight around the whiskey flask. "They's tight 'round here, those white folks. And Mr. Cates is def'nitely one of 'em. Only white man I'd say you might trust is Marshal Murphy. Maybe."
The man had unclasped his hands, held the whiskey bottle out. "Sure?"
"I'm sure," Thomas had said, and walked toward the hotel, already feeling as if he had stepped into a nest of unknown snakes.
Cates's Hotel proved to be a much more elaborate affair than Thomas expected, with a gilded front and new tiled roof above its third floor. Biting back his pride, Thomas went around to the side entrance as he was expected to, and asked for Mr. Cates at the kitchen entrance. The cook, a short man who responded to Thomas's Spanish, told him to wait. He was gone for a long time. When he finally did return, he went back to his vegetable block and ignored Thomas completely.
"Excuse me," Thomas said.
"No mas," the cook said, not looking at him. In Spanish, Thomas asked if the cook had told Mr. Cates he was here.
The cook ignored him, then seemed to sense his growing anger. Holding his knife a little tighter while he chopped, he finally said, "I tot' him, he said to make you go away."
"You tell Mr. Cates " Thomas began, but then a large white man, in whiskers, with the jolly demeanor of a barkeep, was filling the doorway, and looking at Thomas.
"You can tell me yourself," he said gruffly. Then he turned away, into a side pantry, and waited for Thomas to follow.
The pantry proved to be larger than it looked from the street. Between the shelves of canned and jarred goods was a small desk covered with invoices, with a chair behind it. Thomas noted an Abercrombie and Fitch catalog on the desk, which Cates pushed aside. Cates sat down in the chair. There was nowhere else in the room to sit.
"As soon as I told Miguel to make you disappear, I knew it was a mistake," he said. Before Thomas could attempt to thank him, he continued, "From what Bill Adams told me, you were a pushy little bulldog, and wouldn't take no for an answer."
Again Thomas tried to open his mouth, but Cates rolled on.
"I should apologize for not answering that second telegram of yours. But I saw no need to. Figured you were smart enough to figure the story out and didn't need no a second time." Cates sighed. "I was wrong."
This time. Thomas didn't even try to speak.
"You've got to realize something, Mullin. The Bill Adams I knew, and the one you knew, were two different people. Adams was a major drinker by the end, and half the time he didn't know what he was telling and who he was telling it to.
"I was in the Army, too, Fort Collins up in Wyoming. Which is why I'm being so civil. I understand you made it to lieutenant. That's quite an achievement, for your race. I can't say I ever knew even a Mexican made it that far, never mind one of you people. I also hear you knew Grierson, back in Washington, which couldn't have hurt."
For the first time, Cates bothered to look straight at Thomas, and Thomas saw just how hard his face was behind the jovial whiskers.
"This ain't the army, and you ain't a lieutenant anymore," he said. "And I thought even a smart darkie like you're supposed to be would figure out you're not wanted in Tucson."
Holding his temper, Thomas said evenly, "If you'll just tell me where Bill Adams was heading, I'll be on my way."
Cates rose slowly to his full height and walked around the desk. He brought his face close to Thomas's and said angrily, "Maybe I didn't make myself clear
"Trouble, Dexter?" came a mild voice from the doorway.
They both turned to face a tall, thin man leaning on the doorjamb leading into the pan-try with his arms crossed. He was almost boyish looking, with red hair and a thin, reddish beard. His eyes were as mild as his voice. He seemed to be waiting for Cates to say some-thing, a questioning look on his face.
"Murphy," Cates said, not happily.
When Murphy stood straight, uncrossing his arms, Thomas saw the Marshal's badge pinned to his shirt.
"I was passing by, heard a ruckus," Murphy said. He put his thumbs in his belt, and again the questioning look crossed his face.
"Actually," Cates said, "I caught this darkie trying to steal from my pantry. Ain't that right, Miguel?" Cates called out to the cook, who stared down at his chopping block, making furious chops with his knife, trying to ignore what was going on in the pantry.
"Ain't that right, Miguel?" Cates repeated, raising his voice."
"Si, whatever you say, Mr. Cates," Miguel said, coloring. The chopping became even more furious. "Whatever you say."
Cates turned his even look on Murphy.
Murphy took his thumbs from his belt, stretched his arms over his head, and then let them fall to his side. One had brushed a gunbelt, and the .45 holstered in it. "Well, then" Murphy smiled amiably "I guess this here fellah ought to come with me." Murphy gestured to the Abercrombie and Fitch catalog. "By the way, Dexter, they got a package for you down by the railroad yard from that sporting goods outfit."
Cates blinked his eyes, said, "Thank you, Marshal."
Murphy looked at Thomas, smiled, turned, and walked out.
Thomas gave Cates a hard look and followed, as Cates laughed behind him.
"Don't worry, Darkie, we got a good work program here! Thirty days in the copper mines do you good!" He laughed again.
Outside, Thomas saw Murphy gesture to him lazily at the mouth of the alley. When Thomas reached the street, the lawman was halfway up the block, crossing to an office with a U.S. Marshal sign over it.
Without looking, Murphy entered, leaving the door open behind him.
Thomas stalked across the street, into the office, only to find it seemingly empty. Then, from a small room off to one side, he heard the sound of rushing water. In a moment, Murphy appeared, stopping to give him his mildly questioning look.
"Sit down, Mr. Mullin," he said, gesturing to the desk and the visitor's chair in front of it. Murphy nodded at the little room behind him. "First lawman west of the Brazos River to have a toilet in my office. 'Least that's what a newspaper man through here last September told me he was going to write. Back East, they don't seem to give a spit whether it's true or false, 'long as it's colorful. This time, at least, it's true."
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