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"The Lone Ranche"

Chapter One.

A Tale of the Staked Plain.
“"Hats Off!"”

Within the city of Chihuahua, metropolis of the northern
provinces of Mexico—for the most part built of mud—
standing in the midst of vast barren plains, o’ertopped by
bold porphyritic mountains—plains with a population
sparse as their timber—in the old city of Chihuahua lies
the first scene of our story.

Less than twenty thousand people dwell within the walls
of this North Mexican metropolis, and in the country
surrounding it a like limited number.

Once they were thicker on the soil; but the tomahawk of
the Comanche and the spear of the Apache have thinned
off the descendants of the Conquistadores, until country
houses stand at wide distances apart, with more than an
equal number of ruins between.

Yet this same city of Chihuahua challenges weird and
wonderful memories. At the mention of its name springs
up a host of strange records, the souvenirs of a frontier
life altogether different from that wreathed round the
history of Anglo-American borderland. It recalls the



cowled monk with his cross, and the soldier close
following with his sword; the old mission-house, with its
church and garrison beside it; the fierce savage lured
from a roving life, and changed into a toiling peon,
afterwards to revolt against a system of slavery that
even religion failed to make endurable; the neophyte
turning his hand against his priestly instructor, equally
his oppressor; revolt followed by a deluge of blood, with
ruinous devastation, until the walls of both mission and
military cuartel are left tenantless, and the redskin has
returned to his roving.

Such a history has had the city of Chihuahua and the
settlements in its neighbourhood. Nor is the latter
portion of it all a chronicle of the olden time. Much of it
belongs to modern days; ay, similar scenes are
transpiring even now. But a few years ago a stranger
entering its gates would have seen nailed overhead, and
whisked to and fro by the wind, some scores of objects
similar to one another, and resembling tufts of hair, long,
trailing, and black, as if taken from the manes or tails of
horses. But it came not thence; it was human hair; and
the patches of skin that served to keep the bunches
together had been stripped from human skulls! They were
scalps—the scalps of Indians, showing that the
Comanche and Apache savages had not had it all their
own way.

Beside them could be seen other elevated objects of
auricle shape, set in rows or circles like a festooning of
child peppers strung up for preservation. No doubt their
procurement had drawn tears from the eyes of those
whose heads had furnished them, for they were human
ears!



These ghastly souvenirs were the bounty warrants of a
band whose deeds have been already chronicled by this
same pen. They were the trophies of “Scalp Hunters”—
vouchers for the number of Indians they had killed.

They were there less than a quarter of a century ago,
waving in the dry wind that sweeps over the plains of
Chihuahua. For aught the writer knows, they may be
there still; or, if not the same, others of like gory record
replacing or supplementing them.

It is not with the “Scalp Hunters” we have now to do—
only with the city of Chihuahua. And not much with it
either. A single scene occurring in its streets is all of
Chihuahuaense life to be depicted in this tale.

It was the spectacle of a religious procession—a thing far
from uncommon in Chihuahua or any other Mexican town;
on the contrary, so common that at least weekly the like
may be witnessed. This was one of the grandest,
representing the story of the Crucifixion. Citizens of all
classes assisted at the ceremony, the soldiery also
taking part in it. The clergy, of course, both secular and
regular, were its chief supports and propagators. To them
it brought bread, and if not butter—since there is none in
Chihuahua—it added to their incomes and influence, by
the sale of leaden crosses, images of the Virgin Mother,
and the numerous sisterhood of saints. In the funcion
figured the usual Scripture characters:—The Redeemer
conducted to the place of Passion; the crucifix, borne on
the shoulders of a brawny, brown-skinned Simon; Pilate
the oppressor; Judas the betrayer—in short, every
prominent personage spoken of as having been present
on that occasion when the Son of Man suffered for our
sins.



There is, or was then, an American hotel in Chihuahua, or
at least one conducted in the American fashion, though
only a mere posada. Among its guests was a gentleman,
stranger to the town, as the country. His dress and
general appearance bespoke him from the States, and by
the same tokens it could be told that he belonged to
their southern section. He was in truth a Kentuckian; but
so far from representing the type, tall, rough, and
stalwart, usually ascribed to the people “Kaintuck,” he
was a man of medium size, with a build comparable to
that of the Belvidere Apollo. He had a figure tersely set,
with limbs well knitted; a handsome face and features of
amiable cast, at the same time expressing confidence
and courage. A costly Guayaquil hat upon his head, and
coat to correspond, bespoke him respectable; his tout
ensemble proclaimed him a man of leisure; while his air
and bearing were unmistakably such as could only belong
to a born gentleman.

Why he was in Chihuahua, or whence he had come to it,
no one seemed to know or care. Enough that he was
there, and gazing at the spectacular procession as it filed
past the posada.

He was regarding it with no eye of wonderment. In all
likelihood he had seen such before. He could not have
travelled far through Mexico without witnessing some
ceremony of a similar kind.

Whether interested in this one or no he was soon
notified that he was not regarding it in the manner
proper or customary to the country. Standing half behind
one of the pillars of the hotel porch, he had not thought
it necessary to take off his hat. Perhaps placed in a more
conspicuous position he would have done this. Frank



Hamersley—for such was his name—was not the sort of
man to seek notoriety by an exhibition of bravado, and,
being a Protestant of a most liberal creed, he would have
shrunk from offending the slightest sensibilities of those
belonging to an opposite faith—even the most bigoted
Roman Catholic of that most bigoted land. That his
“Guayaquil” still remained upon his head was due to
simple forgetfulness of its being there; it had not
occurred to him to uncover.

While silently standing with eyes turned towards the
procession, he observed scowling looks, and heard low
growlings from the crowd as it swayed slowly past. He
knew enough to be conscious of what this meant; but he
felt at the same time disinclined to humiliate himself by
a too facile compliance. A proud American, in the midst
of a people he had learned to despise—their idolatrous
observances along with them—no wonder he should feel
a little defiant and a good deal exasperated. Enough
yielding, he thought, to withdraw farther back from
behind the pillar, which he did.

It was too late. The keen eye of a fanatic had been upon
him—one who appeared to have authority for meting out
chastisement. An officer, bearded and grandly bedizened,
riding at the head of a troop of lancers, quickly wheeled
his horse from out of the line of march, and spurred him
towards the porch of the posada. In another instant his
bared blade was waving over the hatted head of the
Kentuckian.

“Gringo! alto su sombrero! Abajo! a sus rodillas!” (“Off
with your hat, greenhorn! Down upon your knees!”) were
the words that came hissing from the moustached lips of
the lancer.



As they failed to beget compliance, they were instantly
followed by a blow from the blade of his sabre. It was
given sideways, but with sufficient sleight and force to
send the Guayaquil hat whirling over the pavement, and
its wearer reeling against the wall.

It was but the stagger of a sudden and unexpected
surprise. In another instant the “gringo” had drawn a
revolving pistol, and in yet another its bullet would have
been through the brain of the swaggering aggressor, but
for a third personage, who, rushing from behind, laid hold
of the Kentuckian’s arm, and restrained the firing.

At first it seemed to Hamersley the act of another
enemy; but in a moment he knew it to be the behaviour
of a friend—at least a pacificator bent upon seeing fair
play.

“You are wrong, Captain Uraga,” interposed he who had
intermeddled, addressing himself to the officer “This
gentleman is a stranger in the country, and not
acquainted with our customs.”

“Then it is time the heretico should be taught them, and,
at the same time, respect for the Holy Church. But what
right, Colonel Miranda, have you to interfere?”

“The right, first of humanity, second of hospitality, and
third that I am your superior officer.”

“Bah! You mistake yourself. Remember, sefior coronel,
you are not in your own district. If it was in Albuquerque,
I might take commands from you. This is the city of
Chihuahua.”

“Chihuahua or not, you shall be made answerable for this



outrage. Don’t imagine that your patron, Santa Anna, is
now Dictator, with power to endorse such base conduct
as yours. You seem to forget, Captain Uraga, that you
carry your commission under a new regime—one that
holds itself responsible, not only to fixed laws, but to the
code of decency—responsible also for international
courtesy to the great Republic of which, I believe, this
gentleman is a citizen.”

“Bah!” once more exclaimed the bedizened bully. “Preach
your palabras to ears that have time to listen to them. I
shan’t stop the procession for either you or your Yankee
protégé. So you can both go to the devil.”

With this benevolent permission the captain of lancers
struck the spurs into his horse, and once more placed
himself at the head of his troop. The crowd collected by
the exciting episode soon scattered away—the sooner
that the strange gentleman, along with his generous
defender, had disappeared from the portico, having gone
inside the inn.

The procession was still passing, and its irresistible
attractions swept the loiterers along in its current—most
of them soon forgetting a scene which, in that land,
where “law secures not life,” is of too frequent occurrence
to be either much thought of or for long remembered.

Chapter Two.

A Friend in Need.



The young Kentuckian was half frenzied by the insult he
had received. The proud blood of his republican
citizenship was boiling within his veins. What was he to
do?

In the agony of his dilemma he put the question to the
gentleman who, beyond all doubt, had restrained him
from committing manslaughter.

The latter was an entire stranger to him—never seen him
before. He was a man of less than thirty years of age,
wearing a broad-brimmed hat upon his head, a cloth
jacket, slashed calzoneras, and a red crape scarf around
his waist—in short, the ranchero costume of the country.
Still, there was a military bearing about him that
corresponded to the title by which the lancer captain had
addressed him.

“Caballero,” he said in reply, “if your own safety be of
any consequence to you I should advise you to take no
further notice of the incident that has arisen, however
much it may have exasperated you, as no doubt it has
done.”

“Pardon me, sefior; but not for all the world would I
follow your advice—not for my life. I am an American—a
Kentuckian. We do not take blows without giving
something of the same in return. I must have redress.”

“If you seek it by the law I may as well warn you, you
won't have much chance of finding it.”

"I know that. The law! I did not think of such a thing. I
am a gentleman; I suppose this Captain Uraga supposes
himself to be the same, and will not refuse to give me
the usual satisfaction.”



“He may refuse, and very likely will, on the plea of your
being a stranger—only a barbarian, a Tejano or gringo,
as he has put it.”

“I am alone here—what am I to do?”

The Kentuckian spoke half in soliloquy, his countenance
expressing extreme chagrin.

“Fuez, sefior!” responded the Mexican colonel, “if you're
determined on a desafio I think I might arrange it. I feel
that I am myself a little compromised by my
interference; and if you’'ll accept of me for your second, I
think I can answer for it that Captain Uraga will not dare
to deny us.”

“Colonel Miranda—your name, I believe—need I attempt
to express my thanks for so much generosity? I cannot—I
could not. You have removed the very difficulty that was
in my way; for I am not only a stranger to you, but to
every one around. I arrived at Chihuahua but yesterday,
and do not know a soul in the place.”

“Enough; you shall not be disappointed in your duel for
the want of a second. As a preliminary, may I ask if you
are skilled in the use of the sword?”

“Sufficiently to stake my life upon it.”

"I put the question, because that is the weapon your
adversary will be certain to choose. You being the
challenger, of course he has the choice; and he will insist
upon it, for a reason that may perhaps amuse you. It is
that we Mexican gentlemen believe you Americans
somewhat gauche in the handling of the rapier, though



we know you to be adepts in the use of the pistol. I take
Captain Gil Uraga to be as thorough a poltroon as ever
wore epaulettes, but he will have to meet you on my
account; and he would perhaps have done so anyhow—
trusting to the probability of your being a bad
swordsman.”

“In that he may find himself disappointed.”

"I am glad to hear it; and now it only needs to receive
your instructions. I am ready to act.”

The instructions were given, and within two hours’ time
Captain Gil Uraga, of the Zacatecas Lancers, was in
receipt of a challenge from the Kentuckian—Colonel
Miranda being its bearer.

With such a voucher the lancer officer could not do
otherwise than accept, which he did with cooler
confidence for the very reason Miranda had made known.
A Tejano, was his reflection—what should he know of the
sword?

And swords were the weapons chosen.

Had the captain of Zacatecas Lancers been told that his
intended adversary had spent a portion of his life among
the Creoles of New Orleans, he would have been less
reliant on the chances likely to turn up in his favour.

We need not describe the duel, which, if different from
other encounters of the kind, was by being on both sides
bitter, and of deadly intent. Suffice it to say, that the
young Kentuckian displayed a skill in swordsmanship
sufficient to disarrange several of Gil Uraga’s front teeth,
and make an ugly gash in his cheek. He had barely left to



him sufficient command of his mouth to cry “"Basta!” and
so the affair ended.

“Sefior Hamersley,” said the man who had so effectively
befriended him, after they had returned from the
encounter, and were drinking a bottle of Paso wine in the
posada, “may I ask where you intend going when you
leave Chihuahua?”

“To Santa Fé, in New Mexico; thence to the United
States, along with one of the return caravans.”

“When do you propose starting?”

“As to that, I am not tied to time. The train with which I
am to cross the plains will not be going for six months to
come. I can get to Santa Fé by a month’s travel, I
suppose?”

“Less than that. It is not a question of how soon you
may arrive there, but when you leave here. I advise you
to start at once. I admit that two days is but a short
time to see the sights of even so small a place as
Chihuahua. But you have witnessed one of them—
enough, I should say. If you take my advice you will let it
content you, and kick the Chihuahua-ense dust from your
feet before another twenty-four hours have passed over
your head.”

“But why, Colonel Miranda?”

“Because so long as you remain here you will be in
danger of losing your life. You don't know the character
of the man with whom you have crossed swords. I do.
Although wearing the uniform of an officer in our army,
he is simply a salteador. A coward, as I told you, too. He



would never have met you if he had thought I would have
given him a chance to get out of it. Perhaps he might
have been tempted by the hopes of an easy conquest
from your supposed want of skill. It would have given
him something to boast about among the dames of
Chihuahua, for Captain Gil deems himself no little of a
lady-killer. You have spoilt his physiognomy for life; and,
depend upon it, as long as life lasts, he will neither
forget nor forgive that. I shall also come in for a share of
his spite, and it behoves both of us to beware of him.”

“But what can he do to us?”

“Caballero, that question shows you have not been very
long in this country, and are yet ignorant of its customs.
In Mexico we have some callings not congenial to your
people. Know that stilettoes can here be purchased
cheaply, with the arms of assassins to use them. Do you
understand me?”

“I do. But how do you counsel me to act?”

“As I intend acting myself—take departure from
Chihuahua this very day. Our roads are the same as far
as Albuquerque, where you will be out of reach of this
little danger. I am returning thither from the city of
Mexico, where I've had business with the Government. I
have an escort; and if you choose to avail yourself of it
you'll be welcome to its protection.”

“Colonel Miranda, again I know not how to thank you. I
accept your friendly offer.”

“Reserve your thanks till I have done you some service
beyond the simple duty of a gentleman, who sees
another gentleman in a dilemma he had no hand in



creating. But enough, sefor; we have no time to spend in
talking. Even now there may be a couple of poignards
preparing for us. Get your things ready at once, as I start
two hours before sunset. In this sultry weather we are
accustomed to travel in the cool of the evening.”

"I shall be ready.”

That same afternoon, two hours before the going down of
the sun, a party of horsemen, wearing the uniform of
Mexican dragoons of the line, issued from the garita of
Chihuahua, and took the northern road leading to Santa
Fé, by El Paso del Norte. Colonel Miranda, his ranchero
dress changed for the fatigue uniform of a cavalry officer,
was at its head, and by his side the stranger, whose
cause he had so generously and gallantly espoused.

Chapter Three.

The Colonel Commandant.

Six weeks have elapsed since the day of the duel at
Chihuahua. Two men are standing on the azotea of a
large mansion-like house close to the town of
Albuquerque, whose church spire is just visible through
the foliage of trees that shade and surround the
dwelling. They are Colonel Miranda and the young
Kentuckian, who has been for some time his guest; for
the hospitality of the generous Mexican had not
terminated with the journey from Chihuahua. After three
weeks of toilsome travel, including the traverse of the
famed “Dead Man’s Journey,” he was continuing to



extend it in his own house and his own district, of which
last he was the military commandant, Albuquerque being
at the time occupied by a body of troops, stationed there
for defence against Indian incursions.

The house on whose roof the two men stood was that in
which Colonel Miranda had been born—the patrimonial
mansion of a large estate that extended along the Rio
del Norte, and back towards the Sierra Blanca, into
territories almost unknown.

Besides being an officer in the Mexican army, the colonel
was one of the ricos of the country. The house, as
already said, was a large, massive structure, having, like
all Mexican dwellings of its class, a terraced roof, or
azotea. What is also common enough in that country, it
was surmounted by a mirador, or “belvedere.” Standing
less than half a mile distant from the soldier's cuartel,
the commandant found it convenient to make use of it as
his headquarters. A small guard in the saguan, or
covered entrance below, with a sentinel stationed
outside the gate in front, indicated this.

There was no family inside, wife, woman, or child; for the
colonel, still a young man, was a bachelor. Only peons in
the field, grooms and other servants around the stables,
with domestics in the dwelling—all, male and female,
being Indians of the race known as “Indios mansos”—
brown-skinned and obedient.

But though at this time there was no living lady to make
her soft footsteps heard within the walls of the
commandant’s dwelling, the portrait of a lovely girl hung
against the side of the main sola, and on this his
American guest had more than once gazed in silent
admiration. It showed siagns of having been recently



painted, which was not strange, since it was the likeness
of Colonel Miranda’s sister, a few years younger than
himself—at the time on a visit to some relatives in a
distant part of the Republic. Frank Hamersley's eyes
never rested on it without his wishing the original at
home.

The two gentlemen upon the housetop were leisuring
away the time in the indulgence of a cigar, watching the
water-fowl that swam and plunged on the bosom of the
broad shallow stream, listening to the hoarse croakings
of pelicans and the shriller screams of the guaya cranes.
It was the hour of evening, when these birds become
especially stridulent.

"And so you must go to-morrow, Sefior Francisco?” said
his host, taking the cigaritto from between his teeth, and
looking inquiringly into the face of the Kentuckian.

“There is no help for it, colonel. The caravan with which I
came out will be leaving Santa Fé the day after to-
morrow, and there’s just time for me to get there. Unless
I go along with it, there may be no other opportunity for
months to come, and one cannot cross the plains alone.”

“Well, I suppose I must lose you. I am sorry, and
selfishly, too, for, as you see, I am somewhat lonely
here. There’s not one of my officers, with the exception
of our old medico, exactly of the sort to be
companionable. True, I have enough occupation, as you
may have by this time discovered, in looking after our
neighbours, the Indios bravos, who, knowing the
skeleton of a regiment I've got, are growing saucier every
day. I only wish I had a score or two of your stalwart
trappers, who now and then pay a visit to Albuquerque.



Well, my sister will soon be here, and she, brave girl,
has plenty of life in her, though she be but young. What
a joyous creature she is, wild as a mustang filly fresh
caught. I wish, Don Francisco, you could have stayed to
make her acquaintance. I am sure you would be
delighted with her.”

If the portrait on the wall was anything of a faithful
likeness, Hamersley could not have been otherwise. This
was his reflection, though, for certain reasons, he did not
in speech declare it.

"It is to be hoped we shall meet again, Colonel Miranda,”
was his ingenious rejoinder. “If I did not have this hope,
I should now be parting from you with greater regret.
Indeed, I have more than a presentiment we shall meet
again; since I've made up my mind on a certain thing.”

“On what, Don Francisco?”
“On returning to New Mexico.”
“To settle in the country?”

“Not exactly that; only for a time—long enough to enable
me to dispose of a cargo of merchandise in exchange for
a bag of your big Mexican dollars.”

“Ah! you intend to become one of the prairie merchants,
then?”

"I do. That intention has been the cause of my visiting
your country. I am old enough to think of some calling,
and have always had a fancy for the adventurous life of
the prairie trader As I have sufficient means to stock a
small caravan for myself, I think now of trying it. My



present trip has been merely one of experiment and
exploration. I am satisfied with the result, and, if no
accident arise, you may see me back on the Del Norte
before either of us be twelve months older.”

“Then, indeed, is there a hope of our meeting again. I
am rejoiced at it. But, Sefor Don Francisco,” continued
his host, changing to a serious tone, “a word lest I might
forget it—a word of counsel, or warning, I may call it. I
have observed that you are too unsuspicious, too
regardless of danger. It does not all lie upon the prairies,
or among red-skinned savages. There is as much of it
here, amid the abodes of our so-called civilisation. When
you are travelling through this country bear your late
antagonist in mind, and should you at any time meet,
beware of him. I have given you some hints about the
character of Gil Uraga. I have not told you all. He is
worse than you can even imagine. I know him well. Do
you see that little house, out yonder on the other side of
the river?”

Hamersley nodded assent.

“In that hovel he was born. His father was what we call a
pelado—a poor devil, with scarce a coat to his back.
Himself the same, but something worse. He has left in
his native place a record of crimes well known, with
others more than suspected. In short, he is, as I have
told you, a robber. No doubt you wonder that such a man
should be an officer in our army. That is because you are
ignorant of the state of our service—our society as well.
It is but the result of constantly recurring changes in our
political system. Still you may feel surprise at his holding
this commission, with the patriotic party—the pure one—
in power, as it now is. That might be inexplicable even to



myself, since I know that he will be traitor to our cause
when convenient to him. But I also know the
explanation. There is a power, even when the party
exercising it is not in the ascendant—an influence that
works by sap and secrecy. It is that of our hierarchy. Gil
Uraga is one of its tools, since it exactly suits his low
instincts and treacherous training. Whenever the day is
ripe for a fresh pronunciamento against our liberties—if
we are so unfortunate as to have one—he will be
amongst the foremost of the traitors. Carrai! I can think
of him only with disgust and loathing. Would you believe
it, sefior, that this fellow, now that epaulettes have been
set on his shoulders—placed there for some vile service—
has the audacity to aspire to the hand of my sister?
Adela Miranda standing in bridal robes by the side of Gil
Uraga! I would rather see her in her shroud!”

Hamersley’s bosom heaved up as he listened to the last
words, and with emotion almost equalling that which
excited his host. He had just been thinking about the
portrait upon the wall, and how beautiful the original
must be. Now hearing her name coupled with that of the
ruffian whose blow he had felt, and whose blood he had
spilled, he almost regretted not having ended that duel
by killing his adversary outright.

“But surely, Colonel Miranda,” he said at length, “there
could be no danger of such an event as that you speak
of?”

“Never, so long as I live. But, amigo, as you have learnt,
this is a strange land—a country of quick changes. I am
here to-day, commanding in this district, with power, I
may almost say, over the lives of all around me. To-
morrow I may be a fugitive, or dead. If the latter, where



is she, my poor sister, going to find the arm that could
protect her?”

Again the breast of Hamersley heaved in a convulsive
manner. Strange as it might appear, the words of his
newly-made friend seemed like an appeal to him. And it
is just possible some such thought was in the mind of
the Mexican colonel. In the strong man by his side he
saw the type of a race who can protect; just such an oak
as he would wish to see his sister extend her arms
tendril-like around, and cling on to for life.

Hamersley could not help having vague and varied
misgivings; yet among them was one purpose he had
already spoken of—a determination to return to
Albuquerque.

“I am sure to be back here,” he said, as if the promise
was meant to tranquillise the apprehensions of the
colonel. Then, changing to a more careless tone, he
added,—

"I cannot come by the spring caravans; there would not
be time enough to make my arrangements. But there is a
more southern route, lately discovered, that can be
travelled at any season. Perhaps I may try that. In any
case, I shall write you by the trains leaving the States in
the spring, so that you may know when to expect me.
And if, Colonel Miranda,” he added, after a short
reflective pause, in which his countenance assumed a
new and graver form of expression, “if any political
trouble, such as you speak of, should occur, and you may
find it necessary to flee from your own land, I need not
tell you that in mine you will find a friend and a home.
After what has happened here, you may depend upon the
first being true, and the second hospitable, however



humble.”

On that subject there was no further exchange of speech.
The two individuals, so oddly as accidentally introduced,
flung aside the stumps of their cigars; and, clasping
hands, stood regarding one another with the gaze of a
sincere, unspeakable friendship.

Next morning saw the Kentuckian riding away from
Albuquerque towards the capital of New Mexico, an
escort of dragoons accompanying him, sent by the
Mexican colonel as a protection against marauding
Indians.

But all along the road, and for months after, he was
haunted with the memory of that sweet face seen upon
the sola wall; and instead of laughing at himself for
having fallen in love with a portrait, he but longed to
return, and look upon its original—chafing under an
apprehension, with which the parting words of his New
Mexican host had painfully inspired him.

Chapter Four.

A Pronunciamento.

A little less than a quarter of a century ago the Navajo
Indians were the terror of the New Mexican settlements.
It was no uncommon thing for them to charge into the
streets of a town, shoot down or spear the citizens,
plunder the shops, and seize upon such women as they
wanted, carrying these captives to their far-off



fastnesses in the land of Navajoa.

In the canon de Chelley these savages had their
headquarters, with the temple and estufa, where the
sacred fire of Moctezuma was never permitted to go out;
and there, in times past, when Mexico was misruled by
the tyrant Santa Anna, might have been seen scores of
white women, captives to the Navajo nation, women well
born and tenderly brought up, torn from their homes on
the Rio del Norte, and forced to become the wives of
their red-skinned captors—oftener their concubines and
slaves. White children, too, in like manner, growing up
among the children of their despoilers; on reaching
manhood to forget all the ties of kindred, with the /iens
of civilised life—in short, to be as much savages as those
who had adopted them.

At no period was this despoliation more rife than in the
time of which we write. It had reached its climax of
horrors, day after day recurring, when Colonel Miranda
became military commandant of the district of
Albuquerque; until not only this town, but Santa Fé, the
capital of the province itself, was menaced with
destruction by the red marauders. Not alone the
Navajoes on the west, but the Apaches on the south,
and the Comanches who peopled the plains to the east,
made intermittent and frequent forays upon the towns
and villages lying along the renowned Rio del Norte.
There were no longer any outlying settlements or
isolated plantations. The grand haciendas, as the humble
ranchos, were alike lain in ruins. In the walled town
alone was there safety for the white inhabitants of
Nuevo Mexico, or for those Indians, termed mansos,
converted to Christianity, and leagued with them in the
pursuits of civilisation. And, indeed, not much safety



either within towns—even in Albuquerque itself.

Imbued with a spirit of patriotism, Colonel Miranda, in
taking charge of the district—his native place, as already
known—determined on doing his best to protect it from
further spoliation; and for this purpose had appealed to
the central government to give him an increase to the
forces under his command.

It came in the shape of a squadron of lancers from
Chihuahua, whose garrison only spared them on their
being replaced by a troop of like strength, sent on from
the capital of the country.

It was not very pleasant to the commandant of
Albuquerque to see Captain Gil Uraga in command of the
subsidy thus granted him. But the lancer officer met him
in a friendly manner, professing cordiality, apparently
forgetful of their duelling feud, and, at least outwardly,
showing the submission due to the difference of their
rank.

Engaged in frequent affairs with the Indians, and
expeditions in pursuit of them, for a while things seemed
to go smoothly enough.

But as Adela Miranda had now returned home, and was
residing with her brother, in the interludes of tranquillity
he could not help having some concern for her He was
well aware of Uraga’s aspirations; and, though loathing
the very sight of the man, he was, nevertheless,
compelled to tolerate his companionship to a certain
extent, and could not well deny him the entrée of his
house.

At first the subordinate bore himself with becoming



meekness. Mock humility it was, and soon so proved
itself. For, as the days passed, rumours reached the
distant department of New Mexico that the old tyrant
Santa Anna was again returning to power And, in
proportion as these gained strength, so increased Gil
Uraga’s confidence in himself, till at length he assumed
an air of effrontery—almost insolence—towards his
superior officer; and towards the sister, in the interviews
he was permitted with her, a manner significantly
corresponding.

These were few, and still less frequent, as his brusque
behaviour began to manifest itself. Observing it, Colonel
Miranda at length came to the determination that the
lancer captain should no longer enter into his house—at
least, by invitation. Any future relations between them
must be in the strict execution of their respective military
duties.

“Yes, sister,” he said, one afternoon, as Adela was
buckling on his sword-belt, and helping to equip him for
the evening parade, “Uraga must come here no more. I
well understand the cause of his contumacious
behaviour The priest party is again getting the
ascendency. If they succeed, heaven help poor Mexico.
And, I may add, heaven help us!”

Drawing the girl to his bosom with a fond affectionate
embrace, he gave her a brother’s kiss. Then, striding
forth, he sprang upon a saddled horse held in waiting,
and rode off to parade his troops on the plaza of
Albuquerque.

A ten minutes’ trot brought him into their presence. They
were not drawn up in line, or other formation, to receive
him. On the contrary, as he approached the cuartel, he



saw strange sights,”and heard sounds corresponding.
Everything was in confusion—soldiers rushing to and fro,
uttering seditious cries. Among these were “Viva Santa
Anna!”

“Viva el General Armijo!”
“Viva el Coronel Uraga!”

Beyond doubt it was a pronunciamento. The old regime
under which Colonel Miranda held authority was passing
away, and a new one about to be initiated.

Drawing his sword and putting spur to his horse, he
dashed in among the disaffected men.

A few of the faithful ran up, and ranged themselves by
his side.

Then commenced a struggle, with shouting, shooting,
sabring, and lance-thrusts. Several fell—some dead,
some only disabled; among the last, Colonel Miranda
himself, gravely wounded.

In ten minutes it was all over; and the commandant of
Albuquerque, no longer commanding, lay lodged in the
garrison carcel; Captain Gil Uraga, now colonel, replacing
him as the supreme military officer of the district.

While all around ran the rumour that Don Antonio Lopes

de Santa Anna was once more master of Mexico; his
satellite, Manuel Armijo, again Governor of Santa Fé.

Chapter Five.



“"Why comes he not?”

“What delays Valerian? What can be keeping him?”

These questions came from Adela Miranda, on the
evening of that same day, standing in the door of her
brother’s house, with eyes bent along the road leading to
Albuquerque. Valerian was her brother’s baptismal name,
and it was about his absence she was anxious.

For this she had reasons—more than one. Though still
only a young girl, she quite understood the political
situation of the Mexican Republic; at all times shifting, of
late more critical than usual. In her brother’s confidence,
she had been kept posted up in all that transpired in the
capital, as also the district over which he held military
command, and knew the danger of which he was himself
apprehensive—every day drawing nigher and nigher.

Shortly after his leaving her she had heard shots, with a
distant murmur of voices, in the direction of the town.
From the azolea, to which she had ascended, she could
note these noises more distinctly, but fancied them to be
salutes, vivas, and cheers. Still, there was nothing much
in that. It might be some jubilation of the soldiery at the
ordinary evening parade; and, remembering that the day
was a fiesta, she thought less of it.

But, as night drew down, and her brother had not
returned, she began to feel some slight apprehension. He
had promised to be back for a dinner that was long since
due—a repast she had herself prepared, more sumptuous
than common on account of the saint’s day. This was it
that elicited the anxious self-asked interrogatories.



After giving utterance to them, she paced backward and
forward; now standing in the portal and gazing along the
road; now returning to the sola de comida, to look upon
the table, with cloth spread, wines decantered, fruits and
flowers on the épergne—all but the dishes that waited
serving till Valerian should show himself.

To look on something besides—a portrait that hung upon
the wall, underneath her own. It was a small thing—a
mere photographic carte-de-visite. But it was the
likeness of one who had a large place in her brother’s
heart, if not in her own. In hers, how could it? It was the
photograph of a man she had never seen—Frank
Hamersley. He had left it with Colonel Miranda, as a
souvenir of their short but friendly intercourse.

Did Colonel Miranda’s sister regard it in that light? She
could not in any other Still, as she gazed upon it, a
thought was passing through her mind somewhat
different from a sentiment of simple friendship. Her
brother had told her all—the circumstances that led to
his acquaintance with Hamersley; of the duel, and in
what a knightly manner the Kentuckian had carried
himself; adding his own commentaries in a very flattering
fashion. This, of itself, had been enough to pique
curiosity in a young girl, just escaped from her convent
school; but added to the outward semblance of the
stranger, by the sun made lustrous—so lustrous inwardly
—Adela Miranda was moved by something more than
curiosity. As she stood regarding the likeness of Frank
Hamersley she felt very much as he had done looking at
hers—in love with one only known by portrait and repute.

In such there is nothing strange nor new. Many a reader
of this tale could speak of a similar experience.



While gazing on the carte-de-visite she was roused from
the sweet reverie it had called up by hearing footsteps
outside. Someone coming in through the saggan.

“Valerian at last!”

The steps sounded as if the man making them were in a
hurry. So should her brother be, having so long delayed
his return.

She glided out to meet him with an interrogatory on her
lips.

“Valerian?”—this suddenly changing to the exclamation,
“Madre de Dijos! 'Tis not my brother!”

It was not, but a man pale and breathless—a peon of the
establishment—who, on seeing her, gasped out,—

“Sefiorita! I bring sad news. There’s been a mutiny at the
cuartel—a pronunciamento. The rebels have had it all
their own way, and I am sorry to tell you that the
colonel, your brother—"

“What of him? Speak! Is he—"
“Not killed, nina; only wounded, and a prisoner.”

Adela Miranda did not swoon nor faint. She was not of
the nervous kind. Nurtured amid dangers, most of her life
accustomed to alarms from Indian incursions, as well as
revolutionary risings, she remained calm.

She dispatched messengers to the town, secretly, one
after another; and, while awaiting their reports, knelt



before an image of the Virgin, and prayed.

Up till midnight her couriers went, and came. Then one
who was more than a messenger—her brother himself!

As already reported to her, he was wounded, and came
accompanied by the surgeon of the garrison, a friend.
They arrived at the house in hot haste, as if pursued.

And they were so, as she soon after learnt.

There was just time for Colonel Miranda to select the
most cherished of his penates; pack them on a recua of
mules, then mount, and make away.

They had scarce cleared the premises when the
myrmidons of the new commandant, led by the man
himself, rode up and took possession of the place.

By this time, and by good luck, the ruffian was
intoxicated—so drunk he could scarce comprehend what
was passing around him. It seemed like a dream to him
to be told that Colonel Miranda had got clear away; a
more horrid one to hear that she whom he designed for a
victim had escaped from his clutches.

When morning dawned, and in soberer mood he listened
to the reports of those sent in pursuit—all telling the
same tale of non-success—he raved like one in a frenzy
of madness. For the escape of the late Commandant of
Albuquerque had robbed him of two things—to him the
sweetest in life—one, revenge on the man he heartily
hated; the other, possession of the woman he
passionately loved.



Chapter Six.

Surrounded.

A plain of pure sand, glaring red-yellow under the first
rays of the rising sun; towards the east and west
apparently illimitable, but interrupted northward by a
chain of table-topped hills, and along its southern edge
by a continuous cliff, rising wall-like to the height of
several hundred feet, and trending each way beyond the
verge of vision.

About half-distance between this prolonged escarpment
and the outlying hills six large “Conestoga” waggons,
locked tongue and tail together, enclosing a lozenge-
shaped or elliptical space—a corral—inside which are
fifteen men and five horses.

Only ten of the men are living; the other five are dead,
their bodies lying a-stretch between the wheels of the
waggons. Three of the horses have succumbed to the
same fate.

Outside are many dead mules; several still attached to
the protruding poles, that have broken as their bodies
fell crashing across them. Fragments of leather straps
and cast gearing tell of others that have torn loose, and
scoured off from the perilous spot.

Inside and all around are traces of a struggle—the
ground scored and furrowed by the hoofs of horses, and
the booted feet of men, with here and there little rivulets
and pools of blood. This, fast filtering into the sand,
shows freshly spilled—some of it still smoking.



All the signs tell of recent conflict. And so should they,
since it is still going on, or only suspended to
recommence a new scene of the strife, which promises to
be yet more terrible and sanguinary than that already
terminated.

A tragedy easy of explanation. There is no question
about why the waggons have been stopped, or how the
men, mules, and horses came to be killed. Distant about
three hundred yards upon the sandy plain are other men
and horses, to the number of near two hundred. Their
half-naked bodies of bronze colour, fantastically marked
with devices in chalk-white, charcoal-black, and
vermillion red—their buckskin breech-clouts and leggings,
with plumes sticking tuft-like above their crowns—all
these insignia show them to be Indians.

It is a predatory band of the red pirates, who have
attacked a travelling party of whites—no new spectacle
on the prairies.

They have made the first onslaught, which was intended
to stampede the caravan, and at once capture it. This
was done before daybreak. Foiled in the attempt, they
are now laying siege to it, having surrounded it on all
sides at a distance just beyond range of the rifles of
those besieged. Their line forms the circumference of a
circle of which the waggon clump is the centre. It is not
very regularly preserved, but ever changing, ever in
motion, like some vast constricting serpent that has
thrown its body into a grand coil around its victim, to
close when ready to give the fatal squeeze.

In this case the victim appears to have no hope of
escape—no alternative but to succumb.



That the men sheltered behind the waggons have not
“gone under” at the first onslaught is significative of
their character Of a surety they are not common
emigrants, crossing the prairies on their way to a new
home. Had they been so, they could not have “corralled”
their unwieldy vehicles with such promptitude; for they
had started from their night camp, and the attack was
made while the train was in motion—advantage being
taken of their slow drag through the soft, yielding sand.
And had they been but ordinary emigrants they would not
have stood so stoutly on the defence, and shown such an
array of dead enemies around them. For among the
savages outside can be seen at least a score of lifeless
forms lying prostrate upon the plain.

For the time, there is a suspension of hostilities. The red
men, disappointed by the failure of their first charge,
have retreated back to a safe distance. The death-
dealing bullets of the whites, of which they have had
fatal proof, hold them there.

But the pause is not likely to be for long, as their
gestures indicate. On one side of the circle a body of
them clumped together hold counsel. Others gallop
around it, bearing orders and instructions that evidently
relate to a changed plan of attack. With so much blood
before their eyes, and the bodies of their slain comrades,
it is not likely they will retire from the ground. In their
shouts there is a ring of resolved vengeance, which
promises a speedy renewal of the attack.

"Who do you think they are?” asks Frank Hamersley, the
proprietor of the assaulted caravan. “Are they
Comanches, Walt?”



“Yis, Kimanch,” answers the individual thus addressed;
“an’ the wust kind o’ Kimanch. Theyre a band o’ the
cowardly Tenawas. I kin tell by thar bows. Don’t ye see
that thar's two bends in 'em?”

“I do.”

“Wal, that’s the sort o’ bow the Tenawas carry—same’s
the Apash.”

“The Indians on this route were reported friendly. Why
have they attacked us, I wonder?”

“Injuns ain’t niver friendly—not Tenawas. They've been
riled considerably of late by the Texans on the Trinity.
Besides, I reck’n I kin guess another reezun. It's owin’ to
some whites as crossed this way last year Thar war a
scrimmage atween them and the redskins, in the which
some squaws got kilt—I mout say murdered. Thar war
some Mexikins along wi’ the whites, an’ it war them that
did it. An’ now we've got to pay for their cussed crooked
conduk.”

“"What’'s best for us to do?”

“Thar's no best, I'm afeerd. I kin see no chance ‘cept to
fight it out to the bitter eend. Thar's no mercy in them
yells—ne’er a morsel o’ it.”

“"What do they intend doing next, think you?”

“Jest yet ‘taint easy to tell. Thar's somethin’ on foot
among ‘em—some darned Injun trick. Clar as I kin see,
that big chief wi’ the red cross on his ribs, air him they
call the Horned Lizard; an’ ef it be, thar ain’t a cunniner
coon on all this contynent. He'’s sharp enough to contrive



some tight trap for us. The dose we've gin the skunks
may keep ‘em off for a while—not long, I reck'n.
Darnation! Thar’s five o’ our fellows wiped out already. It
looks ugly, an’ like enuf we’ve all got to go under.”

“Don’t you think our best way will be to make a dash for
it, and try to cut through them. If we stay here they’ll
starve us out. We haven’t water enough in the waggons
to give us a drink apiece.”

"I know all that, an’ hev thort o’ 't. But you forget about
our hosses. Thar's only two left alive—yours and myen.
All the rest air shot or stampedoed. Thurfor, but two o’
us would stand a chance o’ gettin’ cla, an’ it slim
enough.”

“You are right, Walt; I did not think of that I won't
forsake the men, even if assured of my own safety—
never!”

“Nobody as knows you, Frank Hamersley, need be tolt
that.”

“Boys!” cries out Hamersley, in a voice that can be heard
all through the corral; “I needn't tell you that we're in a
fix, and a bad one. There’s no help for us but to fight it
out. And if we must die, let us die together.”

A response from eight voices coming from different sides
—for those watching the movements of the enemy are
posted round the enclosure—tells there is not a craven
among them. Though only teamsters, they are truly
courageous men—most of them natives of Kentucky and
Tennessee.

w

“In any case,” continues the owner of the caravan, “we



must hold our ground till night. In the darkness there
may be some chance of our being able to steal past
them.”

These words have scarce passed the lips of the young
prairie merchant, when their effect is counteracted by an
exclamation. It comes from Walt Wilder, who has been
acting as guide to the party.

“Dog-goned!” he cries; “not the shadder o’ a chance.
They ain’t goin’ to give us till night. I knewed the Horned
Lizard ‘'ud be after some trick.”

“"What?” inquire several voices.

“Look whar that lot’s stannin’ out yonder. Can’t ye guess
what they’re at, Frank Hamersley?”

“No. I only see that they have bows in their hands.”

“An’ arrers, too. Don't you obsarve them wroppin’
somethin’ round the heads o’ the arrers—looks like bits o
rags? Aye, rags it air, sopped in spittles and powder
They're agoin’ to set the waggons afire! They air, by
God!”

’

Chapter Seven.

Fiery Messengers.

The teamsters, each of whom is watching the post
assigned to him, despite the danger, already extreme,
see fresh cause of alarm in Wilder's words. Some slight



hope had hitherto upheld them. Under the protection of
the waggons they might sustain a siege, so long as their
ammunition lasts; and before it gave out some chance,
though they cannot think what, might turn up in their
favour. It was a mere reflection founded on probabilities
still unscrutinised—the last tenacious struggle before
hope gives way to utter and palpable despair
Hamersley’s words had for an instant cheered them; for
the thought of the Indians setting fire to the waggons
had not occurred to any of the party. It was a thing
unknown to their experience; and, at such a distance,
might be supposed impossible.

But, as they now look around them, and note the canvas
tilts, and light timbers, dry as chips from long exposure
to the hot prairie sun; the piles of dry goods—woollen
blankets, cotton, and silk stuffs—intended for the stores
of Chihuahua, some of which they have hastily pulled
from their places to form protecting barricades—when
they see all this, and then the preparations the Indians
are engaged in making, no wonder that they feel dismay
on Walt Wilder shouting out, “They’re agoin’ to set the
waggons afire!”

The announcement, although carrying alarm, conveys no
counsel. Even their guide, with a life-long experience on
the prairies, is at a loss how they ought to act in this
unexpected emergency. In the waggons water there is
none—at least not enough to drown out a conflagration
such as that threatened; and from the way the assailants
are gesturing the traders can predict that ere long, a
shower of fiery shafts will be sent into their midst. None
of them but have knowledge sufficient to admonish them
of what is intended. Even if they had never set foot upon
a prairie, their school stories and legends of early life



would tell them. They have all read, or heard, of arrows
with tinder tied around their barbs, on fire and spitting
sparks, or brightly ablaze.

If any are ignorant of this sort of missile, or the mode of
dispatching it on its mischievous errand, their ignorance
is not destined longer to continue. Almost as soon as
Wilder has given utterance to the warning words, half a
score of the savages can be seen springing to the backs
of their horses, each bearing a bow with a bunch of the
prepared arrows. And before a single preventive step can
be taken by the besieged traders, or any counsel
exchanged between them, the pyrotechnic display has
commenced.

The bowmen gallop in circles around the besieged
enclosure, their bodies concealed behind those of their
horses—only a leg and an arm seen, or now and then a
face for an instant, soon withdrawn. Not exactly in circles
but in spiral rings—at each turn drawing closer and
nearer, till the true distance is attained for casting the
inflammatory shafts.

“Stand to your guns, men!” is the hurried command of the
guide, backed by a kind of encouragement from the
proprietor of the caravan.

“Now, boys!” adds the guide, “ye’ve got to look out for
squalls. Keep two an’ two of ye thegither While one
brings down the hoss, t’ other take care o’ the rider as he
gits unkivered. Make sure afore ye pull trigger, an’ don't
waste so much as the snappin’ o’ a cap. Thar goes the
first o’ the fire works!”

As Wilder speaks, a spark is seen to shoot out from one
of the circling cavaliers, which rising rocket-like into the



air, comes in parabolic curve towards the corral.

It falls short some twenty yards and lies smoking and
sputtering in the sand.

“They han’t got thar range yit,” cries the guide; “but this
child hez got his—leastwise for that skunk on the clay-
bank mustang. So hyar goes to rub him off o’ the list o’
fire shooters.”

And simultaneous with the last word is heard the crack of
Wilder's rifle.

The young prairie merchant by his side, supposing him to
have aimed only at the Indian’s horse, has raised his
own gun, ready to take the rider as soon as uncovered.

“No need, Frank,” shouts the guide, restraining him.
“"Walt Wilder don't waste two charges o’ powder that
way. Keep yur bullet for the karkidge o’ the next as
comes ‘ithin range. Look yonder! I know’'d I'd fetch him
out o’ his stirrups—tight as he’s tried to cling to ‘em.
Thar he goes to grass!”

Hamersley, as the others on the same side of the corral,
were under the belief that the shot had been a miss; for
the Indian at whom it was aimed still stuck to his horse,
and was carried for some distance on in curving career.
Nor did the animal show any sign of having been hit. But
the rider did. While engaged in the effort of sending his
arrow, the savage had exposed his face, one arm, and
part of the other Ere he could withdraw them, Walt’s
bullet had struck the arm that supported him, breaking
the bone close to the elbow-joint. He has clung on wit