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The Anvil

For my mother who lives in brightness;
For my brother and father who sleep
On the mountain they loved.
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Chapter 1
Jacob Two Feathers sat on an outcropping of broken black
basalt. It was part of vast lava flows that had covered the land on
four separate occasions in the last fifteen million years. This
particular flow, partly buried by sand, sprouting sage and rabbit
brush, had begun cooling a mere twenty centuries in the past.
He sat staring into what might have been a bomb crater, a deep
depression almost twenty feet across and fifteen feet deep. It was
actually the remains of a lava dome, formed by hot gases when the
lava was hot and later collapsed when it cooled. Where he sat, the
temperature pushed a hundred; down in the pit, among the broken
blocks of basalt, and in the lava tube caves that threaded the desert,
the temperature would be in the low fifties, cool enough to protect
the rattlesnakes who would soon begin their twilight hunting. He
looked toward the West.
The sun punched an incandescent hole in the sky, a hand’s
breath above the massive peaks of the Centennial Range, two
hundred miles distant. They shimmered in the reflected heat from
the black lava beds. Lavender now, in the growing evening, as the
sun set, they would turn indigo, then black. By that time, the snakes
would be in full hunt, and the sky will have turned to the absolute
darkness of a night with no moon.
That he knew there would be no moon was characteristic of
Jacob, for he was once a soldier and soldiers keep track of such
things. After nearly twenty-five years as an army officer—fifteen as
a Special Forces team leader—Jacob gave no thought to his
automatic and routine knowledge of wind, weather, moon, and
terrain.
He shifted on the rock, easing the familiar and comforting
weight of the M1911A1 .45 revolver on his hip. It had been with
him in Panama, Iraq, Mogadishu, and Afghanistan. It had saved his
life and the lives of his team more than once. He knew there was no
real need to carry it out in the desert where he now sat, but he would
have felt naked without it.
Suddenly, he froze, dropped his eyes to the rocks beneath his
feet. Without knowing how he knew, Jacob sensed the rattlesnake
emerging from the rocks beneath him.
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The triangular head and the first six inches of a very large rattler
protruded from the rocks between his boots. While the tongue
flicked this way and that, Jacob’s hand moved slowly to the handle
of the seven inch Yarborough sheathed just behind his .45. If he had
to, he could take its head off with one lightning sweep of the blade.
“Hau, misun,” he whispered. “Hello, little brother.” Slowly,
the snake slid out of its den, carefully testing the air with its black,
flickering tongue. Jacob tensed. Soon the heat sensors above the
snake’s nostrils would detect the large warm mass hovering above
him. Either he would coil and strike or slither away. When all six
feet of it cleared the rocks, it coiled and rattled, facing Jacob.
Slowly, he eased the Yarborough out of its sheath. They stared at
each other, snake and man, for a full minute before the rattler,
sensing no harm, uncoiled and slipped silently into the tall bunch
grass at the bottom of the pit. There would be rodents.
Jake smiled and relaxed. “Toksa ake, misun. Pilamaya yelo.”
“See you later, little brother. Thank you.” He looked again toward
the mountains. The searing coin of the sun touched the peaks. “It’s
time,” he said to himself.
He unsnapped the catches on the black nylon hard case sitting
beside him, and withdrew the Knilling cello. He caressed the dark
European maple, tightened his bow and began the Prelude to Bach’s
Cello Suite No.1. He segued into the traditional Simple Gifts and
finally into the utterly inexpressible beauty of Tan Dun’s The
Eternal Vow.
He played for the father he never knew, for his alcoholic mother,
dead in the ditch beside a dirt road on the reservation, for the women
he had never loved, for each of his dead troopers, some resting in
distant places; he played to the vast lava and sage desert, to the
terrible majesty of the mountains, and when he finished the last
lingering note, the sun slipped behind the Centennials. He embraced
the indigo evening and its sweet coolness.
The cracked and broken lava dome on which he sat was a mote
in the six thousand square mile Python River Plain, curving like a
scimitar through the center of the state. The locals called it “The
Anvil” because the sun beat mercilessly down upon the vast black
lava fields like a blacksmith’s hammer. In the summer the
temperatures reached a hundred and fifty degrees
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In earlier millennia, the plain had been dotted by marshlands and
lakes, filling in the spaces where the lava flows had stopped. As the
centuries passed, the climate warmed and the marsh and grasslands
that supported the herds of mammoth, camel, and bison had dried
up. The lavish herds perished and along with them, those who
hunted them: the dire wolves, saber-toothed tigers, the terrible
ancestors of the grizzly, and the American lion.
Eleven millennia ago man entered the Plain and began hunting
the mammoth, the camel and the bison. He, too, became prey to the
great predators, but unlike them, he did not perish when the hot
winds came, drying up the lakes and blowing the sand into great
dunes and into the cracks between basalt blocks.
Nine thousand years ago, when the Great Rift had opened up the
plain like a splitting fruit, mankind had witnessed the terrifying
spectacle of red lava flowing across it like blood.
The ancient ones called to him; somehow their flesh and minds
still lived in a way that summoned him, even after eleven millennia.
They had summoned him to the high sandstone plateaus of
Colorado, to the dwellings nestled in Chaco Canyon, to the deep
hidden places of Arizona. Now, surely as mammoth trumpeting,
they had summoned him to the bleak sage and lava-covered desert
of the Python River Plain.
It was a hostile place, an inferno of razor sharp, broken lava
fields in summer, and a freezing treacherous expanse of snow hiding
the crevasses and pressure ridges that can snap a man’s leg, or back,
in the winter. In the summer, the remnants of the last glacial winds
swept from the vast mountains in the West, the Centennials, down
across the sage and baking lava fields.
He had gone often, wherever he had been, to the bleak places
where the People might have passed, searching hungrily for some
sign of their passing: a chip of flint, the black glitter of obsidian, an
arrowhead, a scraper. And now, he went often into the blistering
heat of the lava fields, the furnace-like blast that can kill the
unprepared and unwary.
Where the lava beds ended, and where the land had not been
plowed, and if the spring had been wet enough, there grew the tall
slender grasses among the sage, grasses sometimes as tall as his hip.
Sometimes he simply sat at the edge of the lava, perched on a basalt
bluff looking over the sea of grasses, searching the horizon. What
9
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he sought he did not know, but he caught himself hoping for a
glimpse of mammoth herds, or the dark punctuation of bison against
the page of the desert. Sometimes he merely listened to the hissing
wind, hoping to catch a whisper of a voice uttered millennia ago, a
cry of game sighted, or the laughter that arrowed out from camp
fires at night. While other men dreamed of women, or power, or
wealth, he dreamed smoke-clouded dreams of the hunt, of blood,
and the dark dancing mysteries of death, and life.
He sighed, packed up the cello, and made his way carefully
down through the sage and rock fall to the Hummer parked below.
When he touched the ignition, it rumbled agreeably, like a huge,
friendly beast.
Jacob threaded his way carefully through sand dune gullies. One
had to be careful, for a myriad of tracks threaded through the sage
and not all of them led back to the main road. It was easy to get lost
or to get mired in the sand; he was grateful for the lumbering,
powerful Hummer.
The track he wallowed on wound its way around the edge of the
lava fields and down into a steep gully. Ordinarily only knee high,
here sage grew the size of cedar trees, creating a hidden forest. The
track tunneled through it.
It possessed an otherworldly, ancient feel to it, as though it had
been present when the lava flowed. There was a mystery here,
something remote, beyond the will of man, ancient from the dim
mists of time, and surprising. He felt vulnerable, insignificant, even
with all his years of combat experience. A jackrabbit froze in the
headlights and then bolted. “Run, little brother, run.” As the
Hummer ground and lumbered its way back to the main road, Jacob
wondered again at the power the desert held over him. He decided
what most held him in thrall was much of the six thousand square
miles of it remained unexplored.
True, Jeep trails skirted some of the lava beds but the vast lava
flows themselves were virtually impassable except on foot. Walking
on them was like walking on the rubble of a bombed-out, flattened
city. Pressure ridges, collapsed lava tubes, collapsed lava domes all
produced a minefield of treacherous blocks of basalt that could
never be trusted not to shift if any weight were put on them. Cracks
between the blocks required constant vigilance, for one misstep
produced a broken leg or worse.
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Crevasses—rifts that descended the depths of the lava bed and
sometimes ran for hundred of yards—were especially lethal for the
unwary. Barely the width of a man, they sometimes fell into the
abyssal depths of the earth. A man could disappear without a trace,
and no tracking device could penetrate the lava.
Yet somehow the People not only survived, but prevailed. They
had mastered the brutal land, even over the giant predators, and
made it serve them. They found water in the spring playas, and in
hidden pools deep in lava caves when the land above was a blast
furnace. And in some caves, they cached meat wrapped in woven
sage mats on ice that persisted year around. Even with his years of
military training, he would never know as much as they about
survival in the desert. They had thrived; he could merely endure
until he made it back to “civilization.”
The phone in the Hummer rang, interrupting his reverie. He
touched the Onstar button.
“I just put out a BOLO for a drunken Indian somewhere on the
Desert Road.”
Jake laughed.
“The complainant said the Indian was out there killin’ things
with his cello playing. Said he was armed and dangerous, and not to
let him get a drop on you with his cello.”
Jake laughed again. “Well, Sheriff,” he said, “I’ll keep an eye
out for anybody fitting that description. So far, the most dangerous
thing I’ve seen is a jackrabbit going thataway at warp speed. So,
what’s up, Tom.”
“Where you at?”
“I’m just passing the cinder cone by the big dunes. I’ll hit the oil
into town in about ten. Why?”
“I’ll tell you that at the Silver Horseshoe when you get there.
You’re buying.”
“That’s a rodge. I’ll see you in about thirty.”
Sheriff Tom Curdy had Jake under surveillance for the first
month Jake lived in Python. The sheriff wondered, and naturally so,
who the tall, long-haired Indian was, and what he was doing in
Python. Sheriff Curdy might not have been so suspicious of the
newcomer had he not been waging war on the drug dealers who
grew marijuana along the river bottoms and along the ditch banks of
potato fields. And although Python was a small, rural agricultural
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community, generally immune to big city vices, cocaine and meth,
too, had begun to turn up in surprising amounts.
So who was this stranger who could afford to drive a new H2,
pay cash for riverfront property, and build what looked like a three
or four hundred thousand dollar complex of buildings, including a
studio for sculpture. Indians don’t ordinarily have that kind of
money. Hell, not many people, regardless of race, do. He ran a
check on the Hummer’s North Carolina plate; it came up clean. A
day later, Shirley, his secretary, stuck her head in his office.
“Hey, Tom. You gotta call on line one.”
“Yeah, who is it?” He didn’t look up from his paperwork.
“Says he’s General Marcus Reilly—USASOC—whatever that
means.” She shrugged and left.
Sheriff Curdy knew exactly what it meant: United States Army
Special Operations Command. Baffled, he punched the blinking “1”
on his phone.
“This is Sheriff Curdy.”
“Good morning, Sheriff. This is Mark Reilly with SOC back a
Bragg. Rangers still leadin’ the way, out there in the West?”
“Yessir, they are.” Curdy swore under his breath, annoyed with
himself for wanting to snap to attention. This was the fucking
Commanding General of all the Special Forces Teams, Rangers,
and Delta Forces in the entire world.
“Good. Says here, among other things, you were in on Binh Tay
I back in ’70. Also says here you got a bronze star.”
“Yessir, that’s right. General, why are you calling me? I’m too
damn old to re-enlist and generals usually don’t have time to
chit-chat with aging rangers. And why did you pull my records?”
Reilly chuckled. “Call me Mark, Sheriff. As for your records, I
wanted to see what kind of man I was dealing with. Pretty
impressive. I’d like to make this a friendly phone call between two
old rangers.”
Curdy didn’t know what to say. Finally, he said, “Well, O.K.,
but what did you call me about?”
“Yesterday, you ran an NCIC check on a friend of mine, and I
was just wondering why you did that. He’s not in any trouble, is
he?”
“You mean the Indian?”
“Jake Two Feathers, that’s right.”
12

The Anvil

“But how did you know I ran a check?”
“You know better than to ask, Tom—may I call you Tom? Or
would you rather I called you ’Mack?’”
Curdy rocked back in his chair. Mack was his handle in C
Company, 75th Rangers. His buddies called him Mack, as in Mack
the Knife, after the song by Bobby Darin, because he was constantly
honing his K-Bar. He’d used it in Cambodia’s Ratanktri Province in
May, 1970 during Operation Binh Tay I. He’d gutted an NVA
sentry who had come three steps too close to his hide.
“Listen, Tom, Jake’s a special friend of mine and I try to keep an
eye on him. His last tour in Iraq went sour and he wasn’t the same
after that. You know how it is. I don’t think he’d lose it, but you
never know. So, is he in any trouble?”
“No. At least none that I know of. We have been having a drug
problem in my county, and I just didn’t see how an Indian could
afford to drive a new Hummer, buy waterfront property and build an
expensive complex on it.”
“You can if you put your twenty-five in, investing most of your
money in stocks and bonds. Jake has no family. Was raised until he
was sixteen mostly by his grandmother and grandfather. His
grandfather was a Lakota holy man of some sort; his mother was a
drunk who froze to death by the road in a ditch. But before she did,
she had the sense to send him away to a foster home off the rez so he
could get an education—high school at least. He joined us, the
Army, I mean, when he got his diploma. Jake’s special, very special.
He’s been on loan to the Company. Hell, I don’t even know what he
did.”
“What happened in Iraq?”
“The boy shoulda got the CMH. He and two other members of
his team were behind the lines spotting targets with a laser. Radar
sites mostly. Anyway, they got ambushed by some Hadj. Wounded
the other two pretty badly and Jake took a couple of rounds, too. He
finished the mission, then carried his men out. God only knows how
many pilots he saved by knocking out that radar.“
“Christ. How did he carry two of them?”
“He leap-frogged ‘em. He’d carry one for a ways, then go back
and get the other one, and then carry him farther than he did the first
one. I don’t need to tell you how hard it is to hump over sand dunes.
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Trouble was, by the time he got them to the extraction point, they
were both dead.”
Tom’s throat tightened. He cleared it.
“So why didn’t he get the Congressional Medal of Honor?”
“He refused it. Flat said he wouldn’t take it. We forced a DSC
on him, but he didn’t show for the ceremony. Not too long after, he
retired. So that’s the story, Sheriff. He’s an American hero, the real
goddamned thing, and if he’s in trouble, I want to know about it.”
“Well, General, he’s not in trouble with me. But I’ll keep an eye
on him.”
“I’d appreciate that, Tom. Here’s a number you can reach me at,
anytime.”
The Sheriff wrote the number down.
“And Sheriff, one last thing. Wouldn’t hurt to have Jake on your
side if things go to shit with the drug dealers. Think about it.”
They said their goodbyes and rang off. Tom got in his cruiser
and drove out to Jake Two Feather’s place. Jake was watching the
builders lower a log on the main house when the Sheriff pulled up.
“I’m Sheriff Tom Curdy, Mr. Two Feathers. I’d be honored if
you would have a cup of coffee with me.” And they did.
The main street of Python ran exactly eight blocks. The
intersection at blocks three and four sported the only traffic light in
the county. At ten p.m. it automatically switched from the usual red
and green to a flashing yellow. The Silver Horseshoe, the “Shoe”,
in the lingo of the locals, sat on the corner of blocks four and five. It
had been built at the turn of the century, when businesses tended to
be housed in long, narrow, buildings, with a false façade.
The front half of the Horseshoe featured a dining room dressed
in dark mahogany, complete with the cattle brands of the leading
families burned into the paneling. The tin ceiling glittered in the
light of chandeliers, fashioned from elk horn. Overhead fans
sedately whispered, dispersing cigar and cigarette smoke no one
complained about.
It was the age of the cattle baron and the menu was steak and
steak, along with huge potatoes, locally grown, that were served
fried, frenched, or baked.
The back half was the typical saloon of the West: mirrors, long
mahogany bar, ornate colonnaded back bar carved from bird’s eye
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maple. Over the years, as the economy changed, so changed the
Shoe. Fewer steaks were sold; more hamburgers and chicken strips.
Coin-operated pool tables replaced the ornate billiard and snooker
tables; a postage stamp dance floor was nailed down; the place was
rewired for amplifiers, lights and other electronic equipment used
by three-piece country-western bands, which played only on the
weekends.The men who trudged into the bar for their after-work
beers wore baseball caps instead of Stetsons, scuffed and muddy
ropers instead of polished Justins.
Three or four muddy pick-ups dozed in front of the bar; Tom’s
was the sparkling blue GMC with the silver Sheriff’s Department
logo on the door. Jake found the sheriff hunched over beer and
peanuts at the bar. The Kettle brothers, Roscoe and Hebrew,
scruffy-looking men in dirty bib overalls and plaid flannel shirts
with the elbows torn out, shot pool in the background. Tom looked
up as Jake walked in.
“Well, the agin’ Indian finally makes it. I was about to organize
a search and rescue.”
“You know me, Sheriff. I always drive the legal speed limit.”
“Yeah, well, that ain’t fifteen miles an hour. What’s the matter?
Won’t that fancy Hummer go any faster? Maybe it needs a shot of
Viagra, like you.” Tom howled at his own joke and Bill, the
bartender, hooted.
“The usual, Jake?”
“Yeah, just coffee.” Bill brought a heavy white mug, filled with
thick black coffee. He set sugar and cream on the bar in front of
Jake. The Sheriff snickered. Roscoe had come to the far end of the
bar.
“How long have I lived here, Bill, three, four years?” Jake
asked.
“Something like that, yeah.”
“Have you ever heard me insult Barney here? Have you ever
heard me say a single mean thing about his bullet?”
“No, Jake, can’t say as I have.”
“Didn’t I give him a new bullet, out of my own stores, when he
lost the one the city council gave him?”
Bill’s eyes twinkled. “Yes sir, you did. I saw it myself, right
here in the Silver Horse Shoe.”
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“Hey!” Roscoe yelled from the end of the bar. “Can I get some
service, here?”
“Yeah, I’m coming.” Bill rolled his eyes, and moved off.
“Bad enough I gotta drink in a place ‘at serves stinkin’ Indians,
but I don’t gotta put up with bad service. Me ‘n Hebrew, we been
comin’ in here—.”
“Can it, Roscoe,” Curdy said. “You might just be too drunk to
drive.”
“Tom, let it go,” Jake said softly.
Bill slid a couple of Buds down the bar. “Last one Roscoe.
Time to go home after that one.” To Jake : “Sorry.”
“It’s nothing,” Jake said, smiling. “Not your fault. So, Barney,”
he turned to Tom, “What’s up?”
Tom slid a small piece of paper across the bar. “These people
came to see me today. Said they needed a guide to take them out on
the Anvil.” Jake read the names: Dr. Harald Haraldsen; Nicole
Haraldsen. “Doctor of what?”
“I don’t know. Archaeology, I guess. They’re trying to find a
place an old Mexican sheepherder stumbled onto years ago.
They’re staying down at Hootie’s Motel. I didn’t make any
promises, but I said I knew a couple of people I’d check with.” Tom
paused to sip his Coors. “Tell you what, buddy,” he grinned, “I’d
like to be stuck on the Anvil with that Nicole. She’s a real looker.”
“She his wife?”
“No, daughter. Father and daughter team, I guess. She looks
like she belongs in a penthouse in New York.”
“How would you know what a penthouse babe looks like? The
only place you’ve been besides Python is Viet Nam.”
“I read Playboy.”
“You mean look at the pictures?”
Tom shrugged.
“They say how long they wanted to be out?”
Tom shrugged again. “’Til they find what they’re looking for.”
“Just what I need,” Jake said, “to babysit a couple of academics
while they dig up my grandmother. No thanks.” He slid the paper
back across the bar.
“Said they’d pay real well.” Tom grinned.
“C’mon, Tom. That place is damn dangerous, even for me. I
don’t want the responsibility. Besides,” he said, “I have people over
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in Jackson Hole who are willing to pay a fortune for a Two Feathers
sculpture. Real Indian art.” He laughed, shaking his head. “Some
people got more money than good sense.”
Tom sipped his beer, and Jake finished his coffee, talking small
talk.
“Thanks, buddy,” Jake said, “but I’ll pass on this one. See ya
around.” He rose and left.
The Sheriff drained his beer and got up to leave.
“Praise God Almighty! It don’t stink in here no more,” Roscoe
said.
“Roscoe, the only thing that stinks in here is your mouth.”
Curdy shook his head and left.
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