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	The Home of 

	Great Western Fiction

	 


Jared Hawk rode into Santa Maria on the trail of a Mexican outlaw with a $1,000 bounty on his head.

	He didn’t know he was riding into a revenge war between the Mexicans and the Apache Nation—until the people of Santa Maria offered him one thousand dollars American to get them out to safety. Down a trail that was lined with blood-hungry Indians and a young Mexican who wanted to kill him.

	Hawk took the money and gave his word. And he wasn’t the kind of man who went back on a promise. Even when it meant losing a woman to the harsh code that demanded blood for blood … and a life for a life.
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	He’s not only good;

	 he’s friendly, too.

	This one is for 

	Dr A. V. R. Watkins.
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Chapter One

	SMOKE HUNG IN lazy spirals over the village, the trailers of gray emphasizing the stark blue of the sky. The full onslaught of winter had not yet touched the Sonora plain, and though the air was cool, the sun still shone down as if holding on to the last memories of the fall. The village was like any other in this part of Mexico: a collection of low-roofed adobe houses, walls bleached like bones, that spread out around a central plaza, whose chief feature was the small church. Once the church had been a mission building, fortified against Apache raids and the bandidos who preyed on anything that might hold valuables. Now it was enlarged, a squat bell tower added to the chapel and most of the mission buildings fallen in, their time-ravaged walls plundered for building materials as the village grew. Facing the church on the far side of the plaza was a cantina; in between were a general store, a shoemaker’s, a livery stable, a grain store and a stage office. The plaza was dusty, a few tired-looking palmettos drooping about the perimeter like old men, too weary to bother moving from their silent contemplation of the activity in the square.

	Under the supervision of a tall man in a tight-fitting black suit, the inhabitants of Santa Maria were preparing for a fiesta.

	Trestle tables were set up in two lines across the plaza, the scrubbed planks covered with newly-washed sheets, the cotton weighted down with plates and bowls of food. Great loaves of coarse bread and jugs of pulque stood alongside dishes of fierce chile peppers and jalapeno beans; there were tomatoes and sweet potatoes; jars of relish. And from the houses spread back from the plaza there came the odors of cooking.

	‘Pronto!’ The tall man shouted at a group of four peons, struggling under the weight of a great keg of tequila. ‘It is almost time.’

	He unbuttoned his suit and drew a gold watch from his vest pocket, studying the face with the self-conscious attention of one who wishes others to recognize his importance. Indeed, he was the only man wearing a suit, albeit shiny at elbows and seat, with a collarless shirt studded about his neck and incongruous dove-gray gloves on his hands. His face was dark, a thick moustache drooping from beneath a hooked nose over fleshy lips. His eyes were a deep brown, the same color as his hair. He carried himself straight, despite the beginnings of a pot belly, almost strutting in his high-heeled boots with the heavy Mexican spurs. Around his waist he wore a gunbelt, the holster decorated with silver stitching and holding a Colt’s Peacemaker in .45 caliber.

	His name was Arturo Ortiz, and he was jefe of the village. He snapped the cover of the watch closed and tucked the timepiece back inside his pocket. Then he walked over to the church, removing his sombrero before entering.

	The church was cool and quiet, faintly redolent of incense, a painted statue of the Virgin overlooking the simple altar. A man knelt before the altar.

	‘It is almost time, padre.’ Ortiz crossed himself briefly, ducking one knee in token of genuflection. ‘I must go soon to fetch them.’

	The priest rose to his feet. He was older than Ortiz, and considerably fatter, his jowls drooping over the high collar of his soutane. His hair was gray, but his eyes were blue and alert.

	‘God be with you, my son. I trust you are doing the right thing.’

	‘It is the only thing,’ grunted Ortiz. ‘The only way Santa Maria can survive.’

	The priest nodded. ‘Sí. The only thing. After all, they are little more than animals.’

	There was still a remnant of doubt in his voice, so Ortiz smiled and said, ‘When it is done, padre, we shall build you a better church. With a Virgin of pure silver and windows of colored glass like they have in Mexico City.’

	The priest smiled at the thought and blessed Ortiz. ‘The clean, swift sword of God. Go, Arturo. Do What you must.’ 

	Ortiz nodded and went out of the church.

	Women were beginning to enter the plaza, carrying huge platters of roasted meat, and all around, men were dragging carts and wagons into the alleys running off from the square, blocking the exit roads. Ortiz studied the scene for a moment, then called to a young man in tight-fitting pants with conchos running down the sides and a fancy gunbelt tied down to his right thigh. He carried a Winchester rifle. He was grinning.

	‘Juan,’ said Ortiz when the young man came over, ‘I must go now. See to your part.’

	Juan nodded and hurried away, weaving through the columns of women to where a group of men waited outside the cantina. As Ortiz climbed astride a big roan gelding the men dispersed amongst the buildings surrounding the plaza. Ortiz set his sombrero on his head and tugged the chin strap tight. Then he heeled the roan to a trot and went out from Santa Maria, riding north along the only street left unblocked.

	Inside the village the priest dosed the door of the church, locking it with a key that he carried on his rosary. The owners of the few stores fixed boards over the windows and locked the doors. The women set the final touches to the feast and hurried back to their homes. The owner of the cantina closed the place and went off after Juan. He was carrying a double-barreled Winchester shotgun.

	The plaza got quiet. A few men, and fewer women, stood around the edges. There were no children. A big, mangy-looking dog trotted across the square, drawn by the smell of meat. It paused and barked once, then trotted forwards to the nearest table. A man picked up a stone and hurled the missile at the dog, catching it on the rump. The dog yelped, the sound turning to a snarl as it weighed fear against hunger. A second stone tipped the balance and it dropped its tail between its legs and ran off beneath a wagon.

	Silence fell over Santa Maria like the eerie stillness that precedes a storm.

	 

	One hour later Arturo Ortiz came back. Behind him there came a column of riders. Seventeen men headed the column, behind them about thirteen women and perhaps twenty children. All were Apache.

	Ortiz rode into the plaza and swung his horse round, swinging his sombrero in a wide, expansive gesture.

	‘Welcome to Santa Maria!’ he shouted. ‘Our pueblo welcomes our Mimbreño friends.’

	The leader of the Apaches, a short, overweight warrior with a broken nose and a long knife-sear down his left cheek, gestured for his people to halt. He rode up alongside Ortiz and glanced suspiciously around the plaza.

	‘There is tequila,’ Ortiz said quickly. ‘As much as you can drink.’

	The Indian stared at the Mexican, his eyes hooded. Then he looked at the jugs and the big keg and licked his lips.

	‘If you seek to trick us, it will go hard with your pueblo.’

	‘Aguila Roja.’ Ortiz looked hurt. ‘We have spoken as jefe to jefe. We seek only to live in peace with your rancheria. You and I have agreed on that, and this fiesta is a token of our pact.’

	The Mimbreño grunted again, still wary. Then a breeze drifted across the plaza, carrying the succulent odor of meat and the more bitter smell of the liquor. He nodded and swung clear of the pad saddle. His people followed suit. Ortiz dismounted and called for men to take the horses off to a corral. He went to a table and poured two earthenware mugs full of tequila. Passed one to Aguila Roja.

	‘To our friendship.’

	He raised the mug and drank. The Mimbreño chief followed suit, draining all of the fierce liquor in one long swallow.

	Seeing their leader accept the offering, the other Apaches descended on the tables. Ortiz grinned, waving his arms as he shouted for the villagers to come out and greet their newfound allies.

	The Apaches were more accustomed to taking what they wanted from Mexicans than to accepting gifts, but the array of food and the quantity of alcohol calmed their fears. The villagers waited on them, only a few of the leading inhabitants joining the feast. None of the Indians noticed that there were no young men in sight, nor any children but their own present.

	The feast went well. As one jug of pulque was emptied, it was replaced by another. The roasted meat was eaten and bowls of Chile brought out. In typical Apache fashion, each one of the Mimbreños ate everything possible, taking as much as they could as it became available. Tomorrow might be a hungry day. They gorged themselves, and got drunk on the liquor. Several children vomited when the pulque, or the fiercer tequila, soured their stomachs.

	Afternoon turned into evening, the air growing cooler as the sky darkened. The Mimbreños failed to notice: they were too far gone into drunkenness. They failed, too, to notice that fewer and fewer villagers tended their wants, until only Ortiz remained amongst them.

	Then the jefe of Santa Maria stood up, explaining to Aguila Roja that he must relieve himself. He walked unsteadily to the far side of the plaza, turning into a shadowed alley. Once he was hidden from sight he straightened his gait and ran to the wagon blocking off the gap. He climbed over the barricade and hauled himself on to the flanking roof.

	Juan passed him a rifle. Ortiz checked the load and levered the action to spring the hammer back. Then he peered over the lip of the roof into the plaza. Most of the Apaches were sprawled on the ground or over the tables; four of the older warriors were chanting a song as they shuffled unsteadily in vague semblance of a dance; the children were mostly asleep, a few playing beneath the tables.

	Ortiz settled his elbows on the tiles and lined the upright rib of the foresight neatly between the vee of the rear sight.

	‘Now!’

	He squeezed the trigger as he said it. And from all around the square, from each rooftop, guns opened fire on the Indians.

	Aguila Roja fell to Ortiz’s first shot. He was lifting a mug of tequila to his lips when the bullet hit dead center of his chest. It tore through his ribcage to puncture a lung and emerge from his back in a sticky spray of blood. The force of it slammed him down, smashing his face against the mug so that shards of the pottery dug into his mouth and cheeks. He began to push upright, but a second, then a third, shot plucked the top of his skull away and broke his right shoulder. He slid clear of the table, leaving a great crimson stain over the grubby white sheet

	The four dancers jerked and twisted to a new rhythm as bullets hit them from all sides. Three fell down instantly, but one remained upright, held there by the concentration of fire, like a puppet supported on invisible strings. Rapidly his face and chest disintegrated so that his body folded in on itself and the riflemen turned to fresh targets, leaving the mangled corpse to collapse into the blood-stained dust.

	A child screamed as he saw his mother go down with blood pumping from her mouth. Then his screaming ended as a blast of ten-gauge shot picked him up and blew him over to his mother’s body.

	Three of the younger warriors found their own weapons and staggered to the north side of the plaza, intent on locating their ponies. One went down with a .30-caliber Spencer slug in his spine. The others reached the street and found it blocked off by a two-wheeled cart and bales of hay. They yelled a garbled war-shout and ran at the barricade. As they reached it, a pitchfork angled out from between the cart and the hay to sink its prongs deep in the belly of the foremost brave. He screamed and dropped his rifle, clutching at the tines. A Mexican sprang clear of the barricade with a machete in his hand. The blade swung down, hacking into the Mimbreño’s neck. The brave’s head fell loose from his shoulders, rolling across the street with air still whistling from the gaping mouth. The third warrior saw the danger and turned back. Another villager stood up from the far side of the cart and levelled an ancient Colt’s Dragoon on the yelling Indian. The old gun went off with a devastating roar that seemed to pick the Mimbreño up and hurl him yards on down the street. When he landed, there was a big hole in his back, between the shoulders, and he wasn’t moving. But the man with the machete still darted forwards to hack at the skull and shoulders.

	In the plaza the firing went on.

	Most of the Apaches had died under the first few volleys of the ambush, but a handful—five men and two women—had survived because they were slumped on the ground beneath the tables. Now they had sobered up and hauled two of the trestles over to form a flimsy barricade. They were crouched down behind the woodwork with bullets ripping splinters from the pine and nowhere to run. One brave carried a Spencer carbine, two more held Colt Peacemakers, the remaining two had only tomahawks and knives; the women were unarmed.

	The plaza was thick with powder smoke, the smell of food hidden under the reek of cordite. The firing stopped.

	A Mimbreño risked a glance around the end of one table. A single shot cracked out and the Apache fell back with his left eye-socket filling up with blood.

	Ortiz shouted an order, and climbed down from the roof.

	Accompanied by Juan and two other men, he darted around the plaza, collecting a torch from the nearest barricade. Hidden by the corner of a building, he passed the torch to Juan and reached inside his jacket for matches. He struck one on the side of his holster and lit the torch. The pitch-soaked straw flamed eagerly as Juan swung the brand in fast circles. Then he hurled it into the square.

	The stick of flaming straw arced high across the plaza, landing against the side of one overturned table. Spilled tequila ignited, lancing tongues of fire over the dust and the cloths and the tables. The Apaches shouted as the flames danced up along one side of their refuge. Then screamed as the fire spread around them and the second table began to blaze.

	The guns opened up again as the Mimbreños jumped to their feet. Three of the braves died instantly. The other two, with the women, leapt clear of the fire and began to run across the square. They made easy targets because the hair of one squaw was aflame and the other woman tried to slap it out as they ran.

	The two women were the first to die. A massive volley struck them from all four sides, smashing them together as the bullets ripped through their bodies. They hit and bounced apart, then fell down into the slippery puddles of their own blood.

	One man groaned as a bullet tore his lower jaw away, leaving it flapping against his neck. He lifted his Colt and fired blind at the surrounding rooftops. He never saw any of his shots hit because seven Winchester bullets tore through him and knocked him sideways with his lungs and heart and stomach ripped open. The other Mimbreño got as far as the western perimeter of the plaza before a Spencer bullet broke his left knee. He fell over and began to crawl towards the shadows of the alley facing him. A second bullet hit his shoulder, numbing his hand so that he let go of the carbine he was holding. He tried to reach it with his left hand, but two more shots crashed into his back. Then a volley pulped his skull and he died.

	The plaza got quiet again.

	Ortiz stepped out, holding the Spencer at waist height. From under one of the remaining tables there came a high-pitched wailing. Ortiz walked forwards, lifting a hand to protect his face from the heat of the burning wood.

	There was a baby under the table, no more than one year old. Its face was screwed up with one fat hand clenched tight against its mouth, the other plucking at the sleeve of a woman without a face. Ortiz fired the Spencer and the howling stopped.

	A thick pall of smoke rose above Santa Maria, taking with it a mixture of smells. Most prominent was the sharp reek of burning wood and gunsmoke, but there was a sweeter odor, cloying and sickly: the stench of burning flesh. Ortiz smiled and began to shout orders again. The men came down from the rooftops and the barricades and set to dousing the flames before something important got fired. When they were finished they brought wagons into the plaza and loaded the bodies. Then, under Ortiz’s directions, they took the corpses out on to the plain and dumped them in a great pile. The jefe of the village followed with a cart loaded high with kindling and kerosene. They covered the bodies with the wood and doused them all in the inflammable liquid. Ortiz struck a second match and lit the pyre.

	Fortunately for the inhabitants of Santa Maria, the wind was blowing from the north-east so that it took the smell away from the village. All they needed to do was clear the wreckage of the fiesta and sluice the plaza clear of blood.

	They did that the same night, as the mangy dog came out from hiding and began to lap at the puddles of rich liquid spread about the square. When there were too many people about for his own comfort the dog trotted off down an alley. And found a surprise. Off to one side, forgotten in the shadows, there was a whole head. The dog picked it up and skulked away to a garden where he began to tear the flesh from the bloody face.

	 

	The next morning Ortiz sent four men out to stoke the human bonfire and make sure everything was burned up. He told them to hurry, because the wind was veering round and before long the smell would drift over Santa Maria. He went back to his own house and opened a bottle of tequila. His daughter served him, her brown eyes wide and sad.

	‘What’s the matter, Manuela?’ Ortiz downed a glass and poured another. The Apaches killed your mother, so you can’t be crying for them.’

	The girl was young, little more than sixteen, but full-bodied as early womanhood rounded her curves to a promise of voluptuousness yet to come. Her hair was brown like her father’s, but a deeper color, hinted through with red. Her mouth, even in sadness, was full and wide. She was beautiful.

	‘Killing them won’t bring Madre back. It will just bring us trouble.’

	‘It will bring us wealth,’ scoffed Ortiz. They were just dirty indios. It was Mimbreños like them killed your mother. Maybe even the same bunch. And now they are gone, we can mine the silver.’

	‘Is it worth so many lives?’ Manuela set a plate down and began to spoon beans. ‘Is it worth all that killing?’

	Ortiz filled his glass a third time. He dug a spoon into the beans and turned it over. His face got flushed with anger.

	‘Do you enjoy eating beans every day? Do you enjoy tending that stinking patch of scrub we call a vegetable garden? Wouldn’t you rather eat off of silver in Mexico City?’

	‘I don’t know,’ murmured the girl. ‘I’ve never eaten off silver, nor seen Mexico City. I only know Santa Maria.’ 

	‘Which is a stinking little pueblo in the middle of nowhere!’ Ortiz ignored the food, concentrating on the liquor. The hacendados own all the good land, so even a man with my brains can’t get on in life. When I found that silver lode I thought the Blessed Virgin had done me a favor. There’s enough up there to make Santa Maria rich. A real town. Enough to make us rich! And there’ll still be enough left over to build this place up.’

	‘But you had to kill to get it.’

	‘The Mimbreños forced me to.’ Ortiz took another drink. ‘I asked Aguila Roja to allow a proper survey, but he wouldn’t listen. The stupid indio just refused. I even offered him a share.’

	‘Perhaps he just wanted to keep his land,’ suggested the girl. ‘Maybe he didn’t care about the silver.’

	‘He doesn’t care about anything now,’ grunted Ortiz, bluntly. ‘Now we can go in and start digging without worrying about Apaches.’

	‘I think it is wrong,’ said Manuela. ‘I think you should have left it.’

	Ortiz stood up and slapped her once across the face.

	‘It is not your place to tell me what is right and wrong,’ he snarled. ‘I am El Jefe of Santa Maria and the people trust me. I have acted in their best interests, and I will not listen to the whining of a child.’

	He spun round and stalked out of the door. Manuela dried her tears and tipped the uneaten beans back into the pot. Her father had struck her before, and this blow was no harder than usual: she felt sorry for him, and decided to light a candle in the church for his salvation.

	Arturo Ortiz, feeling important, went over to the cantina to eat a meal and accept the congratulations of the villagers.

	 

	Two weeks later Santa Maria was ringed by Apaches, a pueblo cut off by mounted warriors who blocked every trail as effectively as the inhabitants had blocked off the alleys and side-streets. Nothing went in or out. Santa Maria was isolated.

	 


Chapter Two

	THE MAN ON the tall black stallion reined in as he came to the edge of the trees.

	A light rain was falling, little more than a mist, but enough to warrant him draping a poncho about his shoulders and buttoning his coat tight against the chill in the air. He was a tall man, lean of frame, but muscled to whipcord hardness, who sat easily in the saddle like someone used to riding long distances. His coat was of dark blue broadcloth, damp enough now. that it matched the black of his pants, contrasting with the whiteness of his shirt. From under a wide-brimmed, low-crowned black Stetson, long black hair curled over the collar. The Stetson was slanted down to fend off the drizzle, shadowing the face so that little of the features was visible. Had the hat been lifted an onlooker would have seen a lean, clean cut face: eyes dark even against the tan of his skin, and set wide on either side of a straight nose; a wide mouth set in a firm line that was almost a scowl. It was the kind of face a woman would call handsome, though she might feel nervous looking at it for there was a hardness to it that was reflected in the eyes, which moved with deceptive casualness from side to side, never quite ceasing their restless movement as the man scanned the terrain around him.

	The stock of a Winchester carbine protruded from the saddle sheath, one corner of the poncho draped over the wood to protect the gun from the rain. That was on the right side of his saddle. On the left, at waist height, the poncho jutted out where the pistol grip of a sawed-down Meteor shotgun, the old single-barrel model, stuck out from a belt holster. On his right there was a Colt’s Frontier model sitting snug inside a black leather holster that was riveted in place so that the muzzle angled slightly forwards, the butt canted back to allow for a fast draw. Because he was riding, he had the safety thong looped over the hammer.

	He kept his right hand close by his side, where he could reach either the carbine or the handgun fast. He guided the black horse with knees and left hand, clasping the reins between thumb and forefinger. The hand was gloved, covered in tight-fitting black leather with draw-strings at the wrist holding it smooth and firm over the hand.

	His name was Jared Hawk. He was a gunfighter.

	He halted the stallion inside the break of pines and listened for a while. There was no particular reason for his caution other than an innate sense of danger that prompted him to ride warily under any circumstances. That and a nagging sixth sense. He couldn’t quite place the reason for his wariness : it might have been an unusual sound registering on his subconscious, or it might have been an absence of usual sound. Whatever: he felt threatened.

	Instinct dropped his right hand to the Winchester, drawing it clear of the scabbard and levering a shell into the breech. He held the gun canted across the saddle as he took up the reins again and urged the horse forwards.

	The line of trees fed out on to a meadow, dirty-looking now, as the winter grass got muddied by the fretting rain. It was about thirty yards across, slanting down to a spread of boulders and a second line of conifers, through which he could just make out the markings of a trail that went down on to the plain below. The whole set-up looked quiet. There were no birds singing, nor any other sounds; but that could have been the rain. Water dripped sluggishly from the heavy winter branches, falling on to the grass, where runnels of water trickled lazily down the slope.

	Abruptly, making one of his customary fast decisions, Hawk drove his heels against the black’s flanks and came out through the trees in a wild gallop. The stallion snickered as it felt its hooves slip on the muddy soil, then dug in and charged down the slope.

	The sudden movement surprised the Apaches waiting below. Only one had the presence of mind to sight and aim his bow on the approaching figure.

	Hawk saw the movement and realized that his sixth sense had told him true. Unthinking, he swung the Winchester up to fire one-handed.

	The Apache’s arrow flew wide past his left shoulder. Hawk’s bullet caught the Indian between the eyes. It shattered the front of the Apache’s skull, linking both eye-sockets into a single bloody gap that was matched by the hole in the back of his head. He pitched over, tumbling down the slope to fetch up against ‘he bole of a tall pine with water dripping into the open wound of his face.

	Hawk rode on down, levering the Winchester to spread random fire through the trees. He saw a second Indian jerk into the air and fall back through the undergrowth, then he was into the lower flank of the woods containing the meadow.

	A Mimbreño jumped up in front of him, bow raised and drawn back. Hawk squeezed the trigger of the Winchester and felt rather than heard the hammer fall on an empty magazine. He swung sideways in the saddle as the black horse slowed down to go amongst the pines. The arrow whirred by close enough to his head that he felt its passage stir his hair. The Apache was drawing a fresh arrow when Hawk yanked the stallion over and stabbed the muzzle of the Winchester like a sword into the Mimbreño’s face.

	The Indian slumped back, his cheek torn and a massive bruise flowering beneath his eye. Hawk swung the carbine round to drop the muzzle into the saddle scabbard and drew his Colt.

	He fired once, straight into the mouth of the yelling Apache. The .45 caliber slug tore out the rear of the Indian’s throat, splintering the spinal column so that the head danced back to hang down between the shoulders as the corpse crumpled over. As it fell, Hawk lifted clear of the saddle, coming down on the right side of the horse with the reins still clutched in his gloved hand. He dragged them over and down, forcing the stallion on to its side as three arrows whirred through the dripping trees.

	Moving fast, he looped the trailing ends of the reins around the horse’s forefeet and slithered away down the slope.

	There was a hollow flanked by the bulk of a fallen pine that he used for cover, bellying down on the damp needles with the pistol thrust out from under the tree.

	Legs showed, clad in knee-high moccasins. Hawk fired once, blasting a shot through both knee caps. The Mimbreño screamed and went down in a bloody flurry of splintered bone and broken branches. Hawk fired again as the head came in sight, shattering the skull into crimson fragments of hair and bone and brain matter. Then he rolled clear of the hollow and drifted farther down the slope, angling round to climb up again behind the last two Indians.

	Both Apaches were scouring the hill, trying to locate their prey. They paced through the trees with bows full drawn, and dark eyes scanning the shadows ahead. Hawk slid the Colt back into the holster and eased the scattergun clear. He waited until the Indians drew level with his position, then cocked the gun and squeezed the trigger in a single fluid motion.

	A spreading pattern of ought-ought shot hit the nearest Mimbreño in the side. The heavy-gauge balls broke the Indian’s arm and punctured his ribcage to a mess of pulpy, ragged flesh. The force of the blast hurled him sideways against his companion, who was screaming as the peripheral edges of the shot pattern tore into his face and stomach.

	Hawk holstered the Meteor and drew the Colt again. He scrambled up the slope to where the last Mimbreño was writhing around with both hands pressed to his bleeding face. Levelled the Colt. Fired once. The Apache stopped screaming and the woods got quiet again.

	Hawk flipped the loading gate of the pistol open and thumbed the spent shells clear of the cylinder. He reloaded the handgun, then broke the Meteor open to eject the used cartridge and pushed a fresh load into the breech. Then he went back to his horse and got it on its feet.

	The stallion was nervous, so he walked it down through the trees to where the trail bled out on to the plain before mounting. The rain was still falling, but now there were birds singing amongst the sodden branches. Hawk eased the stallion up to a canter, heading down the ridge towards the village below.

	It looked like any other Mexican pueblo: quiet and white. There was a church with a stubby tower pointing against the gloomy sky and a few stores spread around a central plaza where palmettos dripped water over the soaking dust; a scattering of houses eased out from the square, low and wet; then a spread of fields, looking bleak now that the harvest was taken in. As he rode closer he saw the signs of a massive fire, a great black patch amongst the com stubble, the earth ploughed over as though to hide the conflagration. Oddly, like markers in a graveyard, there were bones sticking up through the soil.

	Jared Hawk ignored them, riding on into the town to dismount before the cantina.

	 

	The room was long and dark and empty. A plank bar ran down one wall, backed by shelves containing bottles and mugs. A Winchester shotgun was laid across the bar, three feet from the man polishing glasses under the overhang of a spider’s web. The place smelled lonely and the barkeep smelled worse. Hawk asked for a beer and a tequila.

	The drinks were served silently, and the American tossed a dollar on the bar. The tender picked up the coin and bit it, then forked out change. Still without speaking.

	Hawk said, ‘I want a room. And a stable for my horse.’

	‘Livery’s across the plaza, gringo.’ The bartender sounded defeated: a man with no hope left. ‘I got rooms out back.’

	‘Thanks.’

	Hawk tipped the tequila down his throat and followed it rapidly with the warm beer. Neither tasted good.

	‘I’ll be back.’

	‘Sí.’

	He went out into the rain and led the stallion over the plaza to the stable. It looked like Santa Maria had enjoyed a festival, to judge by the bum marks still evident in the rain-washed dust.

	The stable was warm and dry, manned by a withered old Mexican who explained at great length that it would cost the yanqui fifty centavos to stable his horse; Hawk handed over two dollars American and went back to the cantina.

	The saloon was still quiet, but now there were two more drinkers at the bar. One was a tall man with a thick moustache hiding the lower part of his face. The other was a gray-haired priest who made the sign of the cross each time he lifted his glass. Hawk looked at them and then chose a place separated by several paces.

	The bartender gave him a glass and a bottle of tequila. ‘With the compliments of Don Arturo Ortiz, señor.’

	Hawk filled the glass and raised it in salute to the two men. Drank before speaking.

	‘Gracias. But why?’

	The tall man smiled and wiped a hand over his moustache. The priest just looked embarrassed. Hawk eased his poncho back over his shoulder, clearing the way to his Colt as the Mexican stepped towards him.

	‘As Jose told you,’ said the man, ‘I am Arturo Ortiz. Jefe of this village. Your name is …?’

	‘Jared Hawk,’ he said.

	‘Hawk Yes … A suitable name. I have some experience of America, Mr. Hawk. I think you are a gunfighter. Am I right?’

	Hawk nodded. ‘I’ve been called that before. Why?’

	‘We have need of a professional fighting man. Might you be interested?’

	‘How much?’ Hawk asked. ‘I don’t come cheap.’

	Ortiz shrugged. ‘Five hundred dollars?’

	‘Reasonable,’ Hawk said. ‘But for what?’

	‘We are surrounded by Apaches,’ said Ortiz. ‘They have us ringed round like cattle in a pen. We need someone to lead us out. To fight them.’

	‘Me!’ The beads that hid the entrance to the cantina winged open, and Juan came through. ‘Why use a gringo?’

	Ortiz looked as embarrassed as the priest.

	‘You are not a professional fighter, Juan. I think this man is.’

	‘He is a yanqui,’ snarled the young man. ‘He comes here to make what money he can from us peons. Like all the others.’ Hawk set his glass down and turned to face the young Mexican.

	‘I just came here,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t looking for nothing except a place to rest up.’

	‘I heard that story before,’ snarled Juan. ‘Every gringo says the same.’

	Hawk’s temper burst like an opening dam. He flipped the hammer thong of the Colt back and stared at Juan.

	His eyes slitted, hiding the whites so that only the cold darkness of the pupils was visible. At the same time his mouth thinned out, flattening to an ugly scowl. He stepped clear of the bar, hands swinging loose by his sides, close to the guns.

	‘I don’t like to be called a liar.’ His voice was pitched low, but the harshness in it cut like a knife across the sudden silence. ‘Especially not by a half-baked kid.’

	That the Mexican was about the same age as Hawk seemed irrelevant in that tension-filled moment. As the tall American stood facing Juan there was a timeless look to him. His legs were spaced apart, his weight balanced on the balls of his feet; he appeared deceptively casual, yet with the casualness of a man long accustomed to chancing his life, one well versed in gunplay. And in his eyes there was the hard, ancient sparkle of a killer for whom life was cheap, a commodity to be taken at will.

	Juan flushed, abruptly aware that he was not facing some wandering saddle-tramp, but a man whose every motion suggested a gunfighter. The young Mexican experienced a sudden rush of fear. And felt embarrassed by his own doubt, directing it outwards in a show of bravado that was intended to fool himself as much as the onlookers.

	‘You talk good, gringo.’ His voice was poised on the edge of hysteria. ‘Can you use a gun like you talk?’

	Hawk’s voice was still pitched low. ‘You want to commit suicide, you use your own bullet.’

	Juan snarled and dropped his hand over the butt of his pistol.

	Ortiz shouted, ‘No! Don’t!’

	The priest dropped his glass and moved between the two men. For so fat a figure he shifted with surprising speed. Sweat beaded his face, and on both florid cheeks there showed a circle of white. He was mumbling a prayer as he grasped Juan’s wrist.

	‘You keep standing there,’ Hawk grunted, ‘an’ you’ll likely get shot.’

	The padre’s face lost its color. ‘You would shoot a priest? You would kill a man of God?’

	‘I don’t like to be crossed,’ said Hawk. ‘The boy owes me an apology.’

	‘Juan!’ Ortiz cut into the exchange. ‘Apologize.’

	Juan mumbled a curse, but did nothing to remove the priest’s grip from his arm.

	‘I order you, Juan,’ snapped Ortiz. ‘As your father, I command you.’

	Reluctantly, the youngster allowed the priest to lift his hand clear of the pistol. He chewed his lower lip, trembling with rage and chagrin. Then, forcing the words out, he said it.

	‘I am sorry.’

	It didn’t sound like he meant it.

	‘Accepted,’ murmured Hawk. ‘Gracias.’ 

	Juan grunted and tore free of the priest’s grip. He stamped out of the cantina with his spurs clashing and his face black. Hawk watched him push through the bead curtain and waited until the footsteps had faded before turning back to the bar.

	Ortiz was topping his glass and the priest was mopping his face with a big square of white cotton.

	‘My son is excitable,’ shrugged the jefe. ‘His mother was killed by Apaches and he is eager to seek revenge.’

	‘How come you got so much trouble?’ Hawk asked. ‘This time of year the tribes are mostly looking for cattle. I didn’t see none here.’

	‘They ran them off.’ Ortiz sipped his glass, licking the remnants from his moustache. ‘There were only twenty milk cows and a single bull. They killed the bull and took the cows.’ 

	‘You said you was surrounded.’ Hawk took the glass offered him. ‘Why?’

	Ortiz drained his glass and filled it before answering.

	‘We had a fight. Fifty Mimbreños entered the pueblo and we killed them all. After that, other groups came here. They are determined to wipe us out.’

	‘I met some on the way in,’ nodded Hawk. You got five less to worry about.’

	‘Five!’ Ortiz set his glass down with a bang that spilled liquor over the rim. ‘There must be hundreds watching us. Mimbreños, Chiricahua, Jicarilla. All come together to destroy Santa Maria.’

	‘You got a problem,’ acknowledged Hawk.

	‘They have us cut off,’ said Ortiz. ‘For the past month there has been no stage come through. Our cows are gone, and no one dares venture into the fields. I sent three riders to Mantegara, but none came back. We have not seen a rurale patrol in all that time.’

	‘Sounds like they got you,’ said Hawk, ‘by the short an’ curlies. Sounds like you’re really ballsed up.’

	‘So you will help us?’ Ortiz tilted the bottle over Hawk’s glass. ‘You will help us fight them?’

	Hawk lifted the glass. The tequila was warming his belly, fighting off the effects of the cold rain and the long ride south. He could feel a pit of heat at his middle and the beginnings of warmth in his brain.

	‘No,’ he said. ‘I came down here after a man called Felipe Morros. He’s worth one thousand dollars if I find him. That’s better money.’

	He turned away as Ortiz spluttered tequila over the bar, and walked to the rear of the cantina.

	‘I’ll take a room,’ he called back. ‘For the night.’

	 

	The room was small and no cleaner than he had expected. There was a narrow bed with a grubby mattress and three blankets. No sheets. Beside the bed there was a washstand with three dead flies floating in the water jug. Hawk emptied the thing outside the door and then refilled it from the well behind the main cantina building. He set the latch on the door of his room and closed the shutters over the window. Then he stripped off and checked his guns. When he was finished, he tugged the fastening string loose from the glove on his left hand and pulled the leather clear.

	The hand was pale, a red puckering of scarred flesh showing on palm and back. The fingers were stiff, withered as a result of the wound, only the thumb and forefinger having any real movement. Hawk rubbed at the scarred palm, remembering...

	 

	Iowa … one warm night in August … the smell of hay and cooking … blue jays crying in the trees down by the river … His mother fetching bread from the oven … His father coming home drunk …The fight that had ended when Caleb Hawk drove the pitchfork through his son’s hand …

	Or begun then … For the next memory was his return to the farm. No longer the dutiful fifteen-year-old, but a fighter hardened by mule skinning and Indian fighting … time spent as a peace officer. It had been Hickok who talked him into going back … to settle scores … Don’t leave no enemies behind you.

	Caleb had reached for a gun. Jared had reacted instinctively. Shot his father … Killed him …

	After that he never had gone back again. Just left the farm to his mother and his younger brother. Never asked for any reward on the years of work he had put in … just preferred to forget.

	Become a professional gun, because that was what he was good at.

	 

	Ever since, he had worn the glove on his left hand. It was partly a feeling of disgust at his deformity, partly a token of guilt, though by now he felt little about his father other than the dislike he had always felt for a man gone too far into com liquor and bullying. What pity remained in his personality was directed towards his mother and his brother. Mary Hawk and Jamie ran the farm. At least he assumed they did.

	He shook his head, dispelling the memories, and reached for the jug of fresh water. Shivering slightly as the night air gusted through the cracks in the window and the door, he sluiced his body, scrubbing trail dirt away with his bare hands. Then, still naked, he took the jug in his left hand and the Colt in his right and went back to the well. He refilled the jug and hurried back to the room. From a cabin farther down a woman’s voice called, ‘Hey, handsome!’

	Hawk ignored her, ducking back inside the little room to pour the water over his lean frame.

	He used a blanket to dry himself, then slid into the bed. He set the Winchester against the wall on the right side and the shotgun under the pillows on the left. The Colt was placed at the center of the bed, under the blankets, and he went to sleep with his right hand clutched loosely around the butt.

	He woke some time before midnight. The rain had stopped, giving way to a cold wind that blew from the north, frosting the water trapped by the panes of glass and cutting in through the ill-fitted door to chill the room. He dressed quickly and went over to the cantina.

	The place was full now, the air heavy with smoking and the odor of steaming clothes. He sat down at a table, ignoring the curious stares directed his way, and ordered food and a beer.

	He was spooning chile into his mouth when Arturo Ortiz and his son appeared, accompanied by the priest.

	‘Vermesso.’ Ortiz dragged a chair over. ‘I would talk with you some more.’

	‘De nada,’ said Hawk. ‘I won’t change my mind.’

	‘One thousand dollars,’ said Ortiz. ‘As much as you would get for Morros.’

	‘Not the same,’ Hawk sipped his beer. ‘It ain’t worth it.’

	‘I told you!’ Juan’s voice was bitter with resentment. ‘All these gringos want is money.’

	Hawk looked at him and he shut up, leaving the talking to his father.

	‘It’s the same money,’ said Arturo. ‘Why do you refuse? Morros could be anywhere. You might never find him.’

	‘I’ll find him,’ Hawk wiped a tortilla around his plate, speaking through the food. ‘He’s got a woman in Mantegara. Best way to find a man is to find his woman. He’ll be there.’

	‘But we want to go to Mantegara,’ said Ortiz, helplessly. ‘Why not take our money?’

	Hawk shrugged. ‘I got in here, so I reckon I can get out again. One man moves a whole lot easier than a whole goddam village. The Apaches will have you spotted from the first day. Me, I can slip out, get through to Mantegara an’ come clear with a thousand dollars’ worth of bounty.’

	‘So you refuse our offer?’ asked Ortiz. ‘You say, no?’ 

	‘Damn’ right,’ Hawk tilted his mug back and called for another beer. ‘You fix your own problems. They ain’t mine.’ 

	Ortiz stood up, followed by the priest. Juan glowered at Hawk, then spat on the floor. The American grinned.

	‘I heard people spit when they’re scared. You scared, boy?’

	 Ortiz grabbed his son before the young man could reach for his gun.

	The priest said, ‘You are a hard man, señor. You should remember that charity begins at home.’

	‘I don’t live here,’ grunted Hawk. ‘It’s your home, not mine.’

	‘All men are brothers,’ said the priest. ‘No matter what their birthplace.’

	Hawk chuckled cynically. ‘You try telling that to the Apaches? Or do you just restrict your sermons to them as agree?’

	The priest pursed his lips and turned away.

	 


Chapter Three

	MORNING DAWNED COLD and gray. Off to the west, the sky was tinged with yellow, threatening snow. Hawk woke up and sluiced water over his face, then, shivering, he got dressed. He shaved in the cold water and gathered up his gear before quitting the room.

	The cantina smelled of smoke and liquor, but the same woman who had served him the previous night was around, ready to hand him a plate of eggs and tortillas. He ate the food, washing it down with bitter coffee, then settled his bill and went over to the stable.

	He collected the change from the old man and saddled his horse.

	Juan Ortiz was waiting for him in the plaza.

	‘You riding away, gringo?’ The Mexican was leaning against a palmetto, right hand close to the butt of his Colt. ‘You didn’t want to take my father’s offer?’

	‘Wasn’t worth the trouble,’ said Hawk. ‘Not enough money.’ 

	‘Like all yanquis! ‘ Juan spat. ‘All you think of is money.’ 

	‘Makes the world go round,’ said Hawk. ‘Your father had more money, he might have sent you to school. You might’ve learned some manners.’

	‘Bastard!’ Juan reached for his gun. ‘I’ll kill you.’

	Hawk drove his heels hard against the stallion’s flanks, urging the big horse forwards in a rush that cannoned the pony’s chest against Juan’s shoulders and head. The Mexican went down in a cartwheel of spreading limbs, the Colt smashed dear of his grasp as he sprawled full length in the frosted dust.

	Hawk dragged the black to a prancing stop, right hand pointing the Colt’s Frontier at Juan’s chest.

	‘You tried that twice now,’ he rasped. ‘You do it again an’ you’re dead. Third time unlucky.’

	He eased the hammer down and settled the pistol back in the holster. Then heeled the stallion to a canter that swung them fast across the plaza and into the street leading out of Santa Maria on the east side.

	As he left the village he felt the cold of the plain hit him. Out here, where the flatlands rolled away towards the distant bulk of the Sierra Madre, the air was cooler, the ground layered with a covering of frost The hooves of the black horse rang loud on the hard earth, tiny chips of ice dancing each time a foot landed.

	Hawk fastened his coat tight over his chest and reached round to drag a scarf clear of his saddlebag, winding the length of knitted wool about his throat. The cold had given rise to a mist, clogging the air with gray light that made it impossible to see more than a few feet in front. Hawk rode slowly, alternating his gaze from the ground ahead to the general scanning of his surroundings. The trail was clearly marked, ruts cut by wagons and stagecoaches mingling with the individual marks of horses.

	One mile out he saw a broken wagon. It was off to the side of the trail, the front wheels shattered as though they had hit some kind of obstacle. A dead horse still lay in the traces, three broken arrows protruding from its neck, and most of its stomach gone to the vultures and coyotes. The wagon was spanned by a covering of canvas, burned in several places. Around it there were the bits and pieces of a life: a broken chair, a sharded mirror, a rosewood dressing-table with bullet holes and arrows marring the surface. Farther on there were two bodies. One was a woman’s, about thirty years old, the naked legs spread wide and bloody, the breasts sliced away. Once, she had red hair. Now she just had a bare skull where the scalping knives had done their work.

	The man might have been the same age. It was hard to tell from what was left of his body. His wrists and ankles were fastened to pegs driven into the hard earth, and many horsemen had ridden their mounts across his body, breaking it so that it got flattened against the ground. Since then, birds and coyotes and insects had eaten their fill until little was left but the shape and the stains.

	Hawk stared at the remnants, then eased the Winchester clear of the saddle bucket and rode on.

	Thirty minutes later the mist was still as thick as ever, shrouding the flatlands in a miasmic vapor that muffled sound as effectively as it clouded vision. A second vehicle showed, a two-wheeled cart with a dead mule rotting between the traces. The owners were still on the seat, the man slumped back over the rest with most of his chest shot away and all his hair gone, his wife beside him, her jaw broken by a bullet and nine arrows standing out from her ribs.

	Close to the cart there lay the corpses of three men. All were young, their faces barely bearded. They were staked out so that their wrists met around the apex of a circle, their feet forming the outer ring. All three were naked, and all were cut. Their faces and chests and groins were lacerated with thick blood lines, over which ants crawled. Their eyelids had been sliced away, so that the dried-out orbs stared sightlessly at the blank sky. At some point the Apaches had taken pity on them, or got bored, because each corpse was pinned to the ground by a lance driven through the stomach.

	Hawk rode on into the mist.

	The first warning he got was the sullen whirr of the arrow that punctured the stallion’s neck. The big black horse screamed and began to buck, reaching its head back to snap at the shaft sticking out from its throat.

	Hawk grabbed the Winchester and lifted clear of the saddle in a single movement. He levered the carbine’s action as he fell groundward, hitting and rolling to come clear of the horse with the Winchester jutted out in front.

	Two more arrows thudded into the horse, followed by a fast volley of three. They prickled up from the neck and chest and ribs, driving the big stallion down on to its knees as it snorted blood and rolled its eyes in helpless pain. After a while it fell on its side and lay there, kicking its legs and blowing frothy streamers of crimson from its nostrils and mouth.

	Hawk mouthed a silent curse at the loss of a good animal and began to wriggle away from the trail.

	He moved silently, shifting over the frosted ground on elbows and knees, the Winchester cradled across his arms. He wriggled a hundred yards clear of the trail and then began to circle round to the east, heading back in the direction of Mantegara.

	Forwards of his position there was a shallow wash crossing the trail. It ran on a straight line from north to south, getting wider and deeper on the southern side. Hawk slithered down the angle of the slope and began to crawl northwards. After a while he heard the sound of ponies and climbed clear of the wash.

	There were seven mustangs on a tether line held by a single youth. From the markings on the boy’s face and clothing, Hawk recognized him for a Jicarilla Apache, a youngster not yet trusted by the older warriors, and so detailed to hold the ponies while the men did the work. Hawk slid dear of the ridge and began to ease down the slope.

	Half-way down the young brave heard him and let loose the tether line, reaching for the knife sheathed on his belt. Hawk saw the movement and lifted up on his feet, covering the last few yards of the wash in a fast run that carried him headlong against the young Apache.

	The youth’s right hand darted out, slashing the blade of the knife at Hawk’s stomach. The American shifted his pace, slamming the stock of the Winchester out to deflect the blade as he dropped to a crouch, kicking forwards with both feet as he slid under the knife.

	The Apache’s legs were knocked from under him, and he tumbled over Hawk’s body as the gunfighter slammed the carbine up against his face. The stock landed flat against the mouth and nose, splintering bones and teeth so that fragments of white sprayed out along with the scarlet froth from the cut lips. Hawk brought his knees up, ramming them into the brave’s body to tip him clear. The young Apache was lifted up and over Hawk’s head, slamming into the ground face-first, several feet beyond the gunfighter. Hawk rolled and came up in a crouch, surging forwards with the Winchester raised up above his head.

	He brought the stock down against the back of the Apache’s skull. The brass rear plate crunched against the bone, smashing the egg shell of bone down into the column of the spine. There was a squelching sound and blood sprayed out through the mist. Hawk lifted the carbine and brought it down again, ending the ruin of the Apache’s life.

	He wiped the stock on the warrior’s shirt and drifted away into the mist.

	There were seven ponies in the wash, so presumably six Apaches still alive. Hawk selected the best-looking animal and set the others loose. He used the tether rope to form a hobble on the beast he had chosen and then sent the remainder up over the western rim of the wash.

	As the mustangs ran clear he moved down the flank of the depression to fetch up behind a spread of cholla, waiting.

	Two Indians showed through the mist. One carried a Sharps .50 buffalo gun, the other a bow. Hawk sighted on the one with the gun. Fired. Levered the action of the Winchester as the muzzle swung round. And fired again.

	The first Apache jerked back, dropping the Sharps as the .44-40 slug hit his chest and blasted out through his back. He fell down with blood jetting from his chest and mouth. His companion dropped to his knees, loosing an arrow at Hawk’s position.

	The arrow flew wide. Hawk’s bullet took the Indian in the face. It had been aimed at his chest, but the downwards movement brought his head into line so that the slug hit just below his nose, ricocheting off the bone to glance up through the skull and take most of the brain out with it as it exited from the thin pan covering the mind.

	Hawk levered the Winchester and came clear of the wash in a fast run.

	From up ahead there came the strident cry of a prairie chicken; answered by a similar call, then two more. Hawk bellied down behind a stand of cholla and waited.

	The cries came again, but each one closer now.

	The mist seemed very thick, and time seemed spaced out as he listened for the sound of approaching footsteps. He heard none, and the first sign he got of the Apaches was the sight of a warrior pacing through the fog with a Henry rifle in his hands.

	Hawk watched the man go by, then swung the Winchester to cover his back. He fired once, planting the bullet neatly between the shoulder blades so that the Apache jumped forwards, dropping his rifle as the front of his chest exploded outwards.

	Hawk worked a fresh load into the chamber and darted dear of the cholla patch as two Indians came running through the mist.

	He shot one as he dropped to the ground, planting the bullet in the Apache’s belly so that the brave doubled over and lurched back, upsetting the aim of his comrade. Who had little time to worry about it as Hawk’s traversing sights picked him up and the gunfighter squeezed the trigger. The shot took the Indian in the chest, blasting through his clavicle to spray out of his back in a fountain of crimson lung blood. Hawk worked the action of the Winchester and swung the muzzle round. There was no sign of the remaining Apache, so he fired again at the gut-shot brave, ending the man’s screaming with a single shot that tore through the rear of his skull to implant in his belly.

	Hawk anticipated the shots that rang out ahead of his position, aimed at the place he should have been if he was on the move. He stayed where he was, shouting like a man bad hit, and bellying down on the sand with the Winchester tossed clear of his sprawl. In its place he had the scattergun. The hammer was cocked and his left arm hid most of the ugly weapon’s length. He waited.

	The last Apache showed through the fog, moving cautiously with a Winchester rifle cocked and pointed ahead. He saw the dead Indians and paused, cold eyes scanning the ground. He saw Hawk and chuckled, coming forwards.

	The gunfighter waited until he was no more than ten feet away. Then rolled back with the Meteor lifting up to angle on the Apache’s midriff. The shotgun went off before the rifle. Its blast took the Apache at the waist, tearing through the soft flesh of his stomach to shatter ribs and puncture the vital internal organs. The whole front of the brave’s body was instantly transformed to a gaping red hole and he stumbled backwards, his own weapon exploding uselessly into the sky.

	Hawk climbed to his feet, thumbing a fresh load into the shotgun and then reloading the Winchester. He left the dead Indians where they lay, hurrying back to the one remaining pony.

	He took the animal out on to the trail and transferred his saddlebags from the dead stallion. Then he climbed astride the mustang and urged it back towards Santa Maria.

	It was hard to be sure, but he thought he heard the sound of ponies closing in as he rode away from the site of the ambush. It sounded like a whole lot of ponies, mostly unshod. Like Apache horses. He didn’t wait to find out.

	 

	The early sun was beginning to clear the mist as he approached the village, the ground getting slushy as the heat melted the frost. He rode up to the eastern edge and saw men waiting around the low walls with guns pointed at him.

	‘Amigo!’ he shouted. ‘I’m an American.’

	A man stood up and waved him to come closer. Hawk walked the mustang forwards, feeling uncomfortable with so many guns aimed in ‘his direction.

	‘El gringo,’ shouted the first man. ‘The one who left us.’

	‘E1 repetido!’ called another. ‘He can’t keep away.’

	Hawk ignored them, steering the mustang in through the low walls to head down past the adobe houses to the plaza. He got to the cantina and dismounted.

	When he stepped inside the barkeep looked at him with the same disinterest he had shown the day before.

	‘Don Arturo told you no one could get out. You want more beer?’

	‘Tequila,’ said Hawk. ‘And coffee.’

	Tequila I got,’ grunted the bartender. ‘Coffee? That’s difficult.’

	‘Give me the tequila.’ Hawk took the bottle and poured himself a generous measure. ‘Get Ortiz.’

	‘I don’t know where he’ll be,’ argued the barkeep. ‘Best you go look for yourself.’

	Hawk emptied his glass and filled it afresh.

	‘Best you find him, compadre. And fast. We got business to discuss and I don’t want it to wait.’

	‘Everyone waits in Santa Maria,’ grunted the barkeep. There’s nothing else to do.’

	‘I’ll think of something,’ said Hawk, ‘if you don’t find Ortiz.’ 

	The bartender nodded and scurried out through the bead curtain.



	
Chapter Four

	ORTIZ’S HOUSE WAS large by the standards of the village, a wall of whitewashed adobe enclosing a small patio containing a well and the wintry remnants of a flower garden. The main building had three bedrooms, a kitchen and a room at the front crammed with overstuffed chairs and a fancy, glass-fronted dresser. Ortiz motioned Hawk to a chair and opened the dresser.

	‘Whisky? I have some left.’

	‘Thanks.’ Hawk accepted the glass. ‘Salud.’

	‘Y pesetas,’ answered the Mexican formally.

	‘Y amor.’ Hawk finished the toast as the kitchen door opened and a girl came out. He stared at her with unashamed interest.

	‘My daughter.’ Ortiz saw Hawk’s look and moved to block his view. ‘Manuela, do you have no work?’

	‘I must fetch some eggs,’ She blushed, her naturally olive skin darkening. ‘Excuse me.’

	‘Señorita.’ Hawk grinned at her, dipping his head in salute. ‘Pleasure to make your acquaintance.’

	Manuela blushed some more and smiled nervously. Hawk decided she was the prettiest thing he had seen in a long time and watched her hurry from the room.

	‘She is young.’ Ortiz sounded simultaneously nervous and defensive. ‘Just sixteen.’

	‘Sweet sixteen,’ murmured Hawk, ‘and never been …’

	He let the sentence tail away as Ortiz spun to face him, his features clouded with a mixture of concern and anger.

	‘I presume you came back because the Apaches stopped you,’ he said. ‘You wished to speak with me because you will now listen to my offer. It does not include my daughter. Please keep your eyes to yourself.’

	‘I wasn’t planning to give her my eyes,’ grunted Hawk. ‘Something else, maybe.’

	Ortiz’s flush got deeper and he dropped his hand instinctively to the butt of the Colt bolstered on his waist. Hawk followed the movement, then looked up at the Mexican’s face.

	‘I told your son twice about drawing on me.’ His voice was cold now, all humor gone. ‘He’s just a kid, so I reckoned he deserved a chance. You’re old enough to know better: you only get the one warning.’

	Ortiz’s hand jumped away from the gun as though he had discovered a scorpion sitting on the butt. He nodded and sat down.

	‘Sí. We are here to discuss business. But a father protects his children; that is only natural.’

	Hawk glanced at his gloved left hand, remembering his own father. ‘Yeah,’ he grunted, his lip curling in a sneer.

	The Mexican took it for agreement and became businesslike again.

	‘You will accept our offer, now?’

	‘I guess,’ nodded the American. ‘One thousand dollars to ride herd on the village as far as Mantegara. Few things you’d best know, though.’

	Ortiz topped the glasses and waited for Hawk to speak again. It seemed almost as if he was grateful to share the problem, anxious to pass the responsibility over to the gunfighter.

	‘Bunch that jumped me was mixed, like you said. That’s not usual. Be times the Mimbreño will run with the Chiricahua, but I never heard of either band goin’ with the Jicarilla. Not unless a few broncos team up.’

	‘These are not broncos,’ said Ortiz. The tribes have joined under a chief called El Cicatriz.’ He traced a line across his face from right temple to the left corner of his mouth. ‘The Scar. A rurale saber cut him, and ever since he has been raiding Mexico. He is a Mimbreño, the brother of Aguila Roja.’ 

	‘Who’s he?’ asked Hawk. ‘The ones I met didn’t hand out visiting cards.’

	‘Aguila Roja was the chief of the rancheria in the hills to the north.’ Ortiz fiddled with his glass, hiding his face from Hawk’s gaze. ‘He led the band we killed.’

	‘So his brother organized a big revenge war,’ Hawk wondered why the Mexican was suddenly evasive. ‘How come you’ve not sent riders out? There’s a federale station in Mantegara, isn’t there?’

	‘Sí. And we did send riders. We thought the first one had got through, but no help came back so we sent another, then a third. The Indians must have waited until all three were captured.’ He shook his head. ‘We heard them screaming for a whole day.’

	Hawk recalled the three bodies he had seen, and nodded. ‘Guess I saw them. They looked kind of flat.’

	‘A few families tried to get through alone,’ continued Ortiz. ‘But the Apaches must have stopped them, too.’

	‘Yeah,’ Hawk nodded again They won’t be the last. It don’t matter how well we organize this thing—there’ll still be folks killed along the way.’

	‘We have guns,’ said Ortiz. ‘We can fight.’

	Hawk grinned without showing any sign of humor. ‘I rode scout for the US Army a while back. There was a captain called Fetterman said much the same thing. Real confident, he was. Said, “With eighty men I could ride through the Sioux nation”.’

	‘What happened to him?’ asked Ortiz.

	‘Famous last words,’ replied Hawk.

	The Mexican went pale. ‘You don’t think we can make it?’ 

	‘I don’t think everyone will,’ said Hawk bluntly. ‘The Apache’s a mean fighter. Got tricks that ain’t even been thought up yet. And your people aren’t exactly trained soldiers.’

	‘But most of us will get through?’ The way Ortiz said it clearly meant me. ‘If we stay here we shall starve.’

	‘I don’t enjoy going hungry,’ said Hawk, ‘and I can think of better places to spend my old age. What you need to realize is that there’ll be wagons drop out. We leave them. No matter what. No matter who’s on them or how long they scream or whose kin they might be. When we start, we go fast and hard for Mantegara. We stop when I say so, no other way.’

	‘Si. Claro.’ Ortiz nodded. ‘A few must be sacrificed for the general good.’

	Hawk sniffed and emptied his glass. ‘Another thing. I’ll want out-riders. Men who can handle themselves. I don’t reckon on winning no popularity contests, but you better let your son know that he does what I say—just like everyone else—or I’ll bust his knees and leave him for the Indians.’ 

	‘They will do what you say,’ agreed Ortiz. ‘All of them. Including Juan.’

	‘Good.’ Hawk helped himself to more whisky. ‘We’ll need wagons. As many four-wheelers as you can muster-those two-wheel carts move too slow. And they better be light. Folks’ll have to leave most of their stuff here.’ He gestured at the chairs and the ornate dresser. ‘Anyone prefers to keep his furniture gets to lose his hair.’

	Ortiz agreed readily, thinking that whatever got left behind could be replaced when the silver started coming in. Hawk sipped his whisky, thinking.

	‘Best muster all the horses you can manage,’ he said after a while. ‘We’ll need remounts, and a few loose ponies might just distract the Apaches. Weapons and ammunition get divided up—I want every wagon armed, be best if there’s a gun front and rear. Anything left over gets loaded inside a single wagon, that way everyone knows where to find cartridges.’

	Ortiz nodded. ‘Anything else?’

	‘Yeah.’ Hawk drained his glass and stood up. ‘You got a church. Might be an idea if you said a few prayers.’

	He opened the door, stepping out into the patio and glancing up at the sky. The yellow tinge he had noticed that morning was creeping steadily westwards, filling the gray with sullen color. The air was chill, carrying a hint of moisture on the wind that was blowing steadily from the west. He thought it might begin to snow soon and remembered that it was almost Christmas. He turned to the Mexican.

	‘What’s the date?’

	Ortiz shrugged. ‘December the twentieth. Why?’

	Hawk made a fast calculation, and decided they might-if they were lucky—reach Mantegara by Christmas Day.

	‘It’s the season of goodwill,’ he said, winding the muffler about his throat. ‘But I guess the Apaches don’t celebrate that. For them, it’s the season of good kills.’

	Ortiz shuddered and accompanied Hawk to the gate. ‘Shall I get the village ready?’

	Hawk nodded. ‘Yeah. It’ll take a day to organize, I reckon, so let’s get the wagons prepared tomorrow, then go out the day after. I’ll be over at the cantina if you want me.’

	He crossed the patio and shoved the gate open, stepping out into the narrow street beyond. Half-way to the plaza he met Manuela Ortiz coming back with a wicker basket full of fresh eggs. He smiled at her, touching the brim of his hat. Manuela began to smile back, then averted her eyes, tugging the shawl she was wearing closer about her face. Hawk went on smiling as she hurried past him, moving fast enough that her skirt swirled around her ankles, exposing a hint of olive skin.

	Hawk nodded his appreciation of her legs and began to amble back towards the cantina.

	He was level with an alleyway running between two rows of low adobe houses when the knife flashed out.

	The first warning he got was a vague inkling of movement to his right; something he was barely conscious of recognizing until the sun flashed on the spinning blade and the faint disturbance of the air registered on his senses.

	Even then, he was not sure what was happening: just that danger threatened. He halted his forwards motion and let his knees fold, tumbling him down and back. If someone was waiting up to ambush him they would almost certainly count on surprise to take him. That meant the shot, or knife, would be angled to hit the place the ambusher expected him to be; like trailing a gun on a flying bird.

	His abrupt halt saved his life because a slender-bladed throwing knife hurtled through the air to imbed its point into the adobe of the flanking house. Had he gone on walking, the knife would have cut through his neck and killed him.

	Part of his mind registered the quivering blade. Another part registered the movement he had spotted. In the time it takes a thought to form he assessed the angle of the throw and its direction. Simultaneously he drew his Colt. Thumbed back the hammer, and swung the pistol round to cover the alley as his forefinger closed on the trigger.

	The gun went off before he hit the sidewalk, blasting a .45 slug into the shadows. The bullet ricocheted off an adobe wall, bouncing back and forth until the echoes of its passage got lost along with the sound of running feet.

	Hawk crossed over to the alley and found it empty. He waited a while, but no fresh attack came, so he went back to tug the knife from the adobe. It was a good knife, the blade sharp on both edges and honed to a needle tip. The hilt was wrapped in leather with a silver boss and brass guard. Hawk stowed it in his belt.

	Someone emerged from one of the houses shouting questions about the gunfire. Hawk grinned and went on up the street to the plaza. He went into the cantina and ordered a meal, then sat waiting for the food to arrive while he sipped tequila and thought about the problems of taking a whole village through the Apache lines.

	 

	Around sunset Arturo Ortiz brought a parade of wagons into the square. There were thirty, ranging from heavy-bedded Conestogas through lumbering flatbeds to a single phaeton. Ortiz led them round the plaza and halted in front of the cantina.

	‘Will these do?’

	Hawk had stepped out on to the frontage at the first sound of rolling wheels. He studied the vehicles.

	‘I guess they’ll have to. Be things need doing to them, though.’

	‘What?’ Ortiz sounded surprised. ‘What needs doing?’

	‘I want every wheel and axle greased,’ said Hawk. ‘The poles and traces, too. I want the harnesses soaped up so they don’t creak. After that, I want every driver to provide enough cloth that he can wrap his wheels and his ponies’ hooves.’

	‘I’ll tell them,’ said Ortiz. ‘They’ll do it.’

	‘By dawn day after tomorrow,’ said Hawk. Tomorrow I want to see the animals.’

	‘You demand a great deal,’ said Ortiz. ‘As if you command us.’

	‘You hired me to keep you alive,’ grunted Hawk. ‘I’ll do it if I can, but you got a whole lot of enemies out there and no way to face them. Listen to me or pay me off. Or die.’

	‘I’m too young,’ said Ortiz. ‘I have too much to come back to.’

	‘Sure,’ said Hawk. ‘So let’s ride that high country to Mantegara. We’ll risk the guns in the afternoon. Just get things together.’



	
Chapter Five

	HAWK WAS UP at dawn and, one hour later, bathed, shaved clean, and breakfasted, he was standing on the porch of the cantina watching the animals paraded for his inspection. There were as many mules as he had expected, outnumbering the horses on a two-to-one ratio. It worried him, because the sterile crossbreeds possessed strength and staying power rather than speed, and for the journey ahead speed would be essential. Speed and staying power.

	He checked each animal, calling instructions to Ortiz, who scribbled them down so that the animals were sorted into positions in the cavalcade. As far as was possible, Hawk left teams together, realizing that the animals would know one another and haul more surely in a familiar set than if a strange beast was introduced. He left one old man weeping when he pronounced his four oxen too slow for the passage, and shocked three families by declaring their mules too old and spavined to make the distance.

	By the time he was finished he had whittled the train down to twenty-five wagons, each one drawn by a team of four mules or horses. Seventeen animals were left for a remuda, and there were nine swift ponies for the out-riders.

	By noon Hawk was organizing the allotment of weapons and ammunition. The younger men—headed by Juan Ortiz—were given a pistol and a rifle apiece. Each wagon was allotted two weapons, mostly a long gun and a handgun, though where it was possible, Hawk doled out two rifles or carbines. One wagon, a big flatbed with heavy canvas billowing over the strakes, was detailed off as munitions cart. Every spare shell and keg of black powder was loaded inside, lashed down and covered with spare canvas. Two water barrels were fixed to the sides, the tops fastened loosely in place and buckets nailed alongside.

	By the early evening the bulk of the preparations were ended. All that remained was for the villagers to muffle their wheels and their animals’ hooves, and get their possessions loaded on board. Hawk told them to be ready three hours before dawn and went back inside the cantina.

	Arturo Ortiz turned to follow him, but the priest grasped the jefe’s sleeve and said, ‘I think we should pray.’

	Ortiz nodded. The entire village went into the church.

	Hawk watched them trail across the plaza and stepped behind the bar. He located a bottle of tequila and poured himself a drink as the sound of voices raised in song drifted across from the adobe structure of the old mission building.

	 

	The priest conducted the service in a hurry. He went through it as though his garbled words would speed arrival in Mantegara, and afterwards accepted confessions with the least repentances he had ever ordered. Then he called for the villagers to hear Arturo Ortiz.

	‘We are about to embark on a dangerous journey. Some of us may not make it,’ Ortiz stood before the altar, bare-headed. ‘Death will stalk us every yard of the way, and we must rely on one another to fight off the Apaches. We must also rely on the gringo. He is a professional who knows about killing. Listen to him. Do what he says, and we may get through to Mantegara.’

	There was a murmur from the congregation that got stilled as Ortiz raised his arms.

	‘Do what he says. But say nothing of our fiesta! If he asks any of you about the killing of Aguila Roja and his people, tell him the Apaches attacked us. If he asks why, say you do not know. Most of all, say nothing about the silver! If the gringo hears of that, he will pass word on. Remember that if we get to Mantegara we shall be able to call the federales to our aid. Get them to wipe out El Cicatriz and the others, and leave us to come home again to enjoy the bounty.’

	There was a murmur of assent before Ortiz spoke again.

	‘Go home now. Prepare your wagons and yourselves. Be in the plaza three hours before dawn.’

	 

	Hawk drank as much tequila as he wanted, then found his way to the kitchen and helped himself to food. The chile was congealing in the pot and the tortillas were cold, but it all served to fill his belly, so that he wandered back to his room and settled down to sleep with old memories dancing through his mind…

	… Mule skinning for Amos Sutter up in the Dakotas … The Sioux country, in wintertime…

	Hawk and an old man claiming the fancy name of Harvey Johns had been detailed off to deliver supplies to an Army outpost bivouacked at Benson’s Trading Post. Johns was the driver, Hawk his guard. ‘Long’ Johns, they called him, on account of his name and the filthy underwear he wore. Legend had it that he owned two sets, one red, one white. The red was for winter, the white for summer. He only changed them when he took a bath.

	It was a long, hard ride out of Fort Dunstan, and when they reached Benson’s Post they found it surrounded by Sioux and Cheyenne. ‘Long’ Johns had halted his team on the edge of the tree line flanking the downslope that led to the trading post, looked at Hawk, and spat a brown streamer of tobacco over the snow.

	‘Be around forty injuns down there, Jared.’ He had carved a fresh slice from his wad. ‘How you armed?’

	Hawk had lifted the seven-shot Spencer carbine he was carrying, and then tapped the Colt’s Navy model holstered on his right thigh.

	‘Seven an’ five, Harvey.’

	The older man had reached under his seat to drag a double-barrel Remington shotgun on to his knees.

	‘Seven an’ five makes twelve. This makes about seven more. Let’s go.’

	Without waiting, he had slipped the brake free and swung his bullwhip over the mules’ rumps, jerking them to instant action. The wagon had gone charging down the slope with Hawk riding hard to catch up. Johns’s mules were trained surely enough to zero in on the gate of the trading post, so the older man was able to let the animals run and concentrate on firing his shotgun and reloading. Hawk had followed behind, overtaking the wagon only as they hit the flat fronting the post. He had emptied his carbine at the line of mounted warriors turning to block the wagon’s passage, then begun to use his pistol.

	The Indians had split apart, leaving wagon and guard to ride through into the trading post.

	The supplies had given the defenders the time and ammunition they needed to see off the raid.

	Afterwards, Harvey Johns spoke to Hawk:

	‘Injuns can’t buy bullets or guns. Remember that. They buy what they can off of traders, but that means they mostly end up with antiquated guns sold at a high price. Soon as the Army updates its weapons, there’s a whole lot made outta date. Army sells them off: people buy ’em—sell ’em to anyone as can put up the money. Injuns can offen put up gold. They pay high for real lowdown goods. Then they still got the problem of findin’ ammunition. They can’t walk into a store an’ ask for a few crates of shells. They gotta rely on the gun runners. An’ it’s a whole lot easier to buy one gun than it is to get the loads for it.’

	‘So why don’t they stick with bows?’ asked Hawk. ‘They do pretty good that way.’

	Johns laughed. ‘You know how to make a bow? Can you make an arrow?’

	Hawk shook his head. ‘Shit, no! I want a gun, I’ll buy one.’ 

	‘Yeah,’ grunted Harvey Johns. ‘Exactly. Injun can’t, so he has to make what he needs. He’s got the right timber around him, he’ll make himself a wood bow. Fix up a lance of the same material. Use stone for the arrowheads and the choppin’ edge of his tomahawk. He lives down south where the trees don’t grow, he uses buffalo bones. He shaves ’em down an’ sticks ’em together until he’s got a bow made all of bone an’ buffler glue. Uses the wood he can find to make his arrows. Might tip ’em with flint or bone or just plain wood. Fact is, he can still fire off his arrows quick as you or me can fire a Spencer. Whole lot faster than a man with a single-shot gun.’ 

	‘So how come we’re winning?’ Hawk asked. ‘They sound too good to beat.’

	‘Give ’em the same weapons an’ we wouldn’t stand a chance,’ grunted Johns. ‘They got something to fight for an’ the nerve to do it. Only reason we’ll win is because we got guns that fire farther and harder. Man can fire a rifle or a carbine as fast as an injun can fire his bow. You get hit by an arrow, you can mostly carry on fightin’ unless it hits you some place important. You get hit by a bullet an’ you’re mostly down an’ bleedin’. That’s the difference.’

	The siege of Benson’s Post had lasted two days. Three of the defenders had died, but the survivors had counted twenty-three dead Indians. Eleven Sioux and twelve Cheyenne.

	Since then Hawk had relied on firepower to win battles.

	 

	The morning was cold and bleak. Without light from either moon or sun, the sky was a dull, featureless mud color. A soft flurry of snow drifted down from the heavy clouds masking the heavens and horizons. The ground was crisp, frozen by the night’s chill to a crisp wafer of frost-clad earth. Somewhere a dog barked, its cry answered by an early cockerel.

	Hawk shivered, buttoning his thigh-length blue coat tight about his lean body. He slung his gunbelt around his waist outside the coat, then wound the muffler around his neck and mouth.

	The fat woman from the cantina asked him if he wanted breakfast and he replied, ‘Yes.’

	Then he went out into the plaza and watched the ice on the puddles shade from dull gray to dull red-gray as the dark sky cleared and the first hint of false dawn lit the sky with deceptive light.

	The wagons began to congregate around the square, the first manned by Arturo Ortiz and Manuela. Juan Ortiz appeared, riding a black gelding, and accompanied by eight other young men.

	‘You had breakfast?’ Hawk asked Ortiz.

	The Mexican nodded. ‘Sí. We have all eaten.’

	‘You leave the fires burning?’ Hawk asked.

	‘No. We put them out. The houses might take fire.’

	‘Light them,’ Hawk’s voice was cold and demanding. ‘I want every damn’ fire in this village sending smoke up. Like any other morning.’

	Ortiz shrugged and began to call orders. Hawk went over to the stable and got his pony saddled. It was the only one still there.

	After a while the damp, black smoke got replaced by tendrils of gray, and the villagers came back to their wagons.

	It was still two hours off from full dawn. The morning was gray above and white below, the snow spreading a muffling blanket over the frozen ground. Hawk climbed astride the Apache pony and led the way out of Santa Maria.

	The wagons followed behind, their movement lost beneath the snow and the rags bound over the wheels and the hooves of the animals; lost under the gray wash of snow that drifted down from the colorless sky in a deep, blank curtain that hid the ground ahead as effectively as the mist that had blocked Hawk’s first exit out of Santa Maria.

	They rode slowly, Hawk allowing them to get accustomed to the trail before he increased the pace. Then they moved faster, picking up the time set by the tall American on the ugly little pinto mustang.

	The ground was crusted hard, puddles of frozen water hidden beneath the overlay of snow that splashed about the hooves of the mules and horses as they ran clear of the village.

	‘It’s cold now,’ Hawk muttered, ‘but it’ll get hotter down the trail.’

	‘I don’t understand,’ said Ortiz. ‘What do you mean?’ 

	‘Frying pans and fires,’ grunted Hawk. ‘Your village is frying, but we’re riding into the fire.’



	
Chapter Six

	HAWK’S PLAN WAS simple, based on the effectiveness of direct confrontation. If the Apaches had the village surrounded, it would take them some time to realize that the entire population was gone. More time to gather their encircling forces. By then he hoped to be well clear and moving fast in the direction of Mantegara. The Indians would catch up—that was inevitable—but the out-riders should give sufficient warning that the wagons could be forted up. And the firepower they carried should be enough to stave off most attacks. It would be a question of endurance: the wagons running whenever the trail was clear and fighting when they stopped.

	Hawk looked up at the sky, pleased to see that the cloud cover remained unbroken. He wiped snowflakes from his face and wondered how the Apaches handled themselves in winter weather. He steered his pony over to the Ortiz wagon and called to Arturo.

	‘Keep them moving fast. I’m checking ahead.’

	Ortiz nodded and sent his whip dancing across the rumps of the four horses hauling his wagon.

	Hawk lifted the Indian pony to a canter as he swung out to the south and circled round the column. He had placed the out-riders at intervals along the train, two men to each flank then two behind and two ahead; Juan Ortiz rode point, a half-mile in front. Hawk checked the others, then rode out to join the young Mexican.

	‘See anything?’

	Juan shook his head, huddling down inside the blue poncho he wore. He looked miserable. Hawk grinned and reached inside his coat to withdraw the throwing knife. He held it in his left hand, steering his pony with his knees as his right hand dropped to his thigh, resting close to the Colt’s butt. He stuck his arm out.

	‘Guess you lost this.’

	Juan’s eyes flickered, and what little of his face was visible between hat brim and muffler went pale. Hawk flipped the blade so that it spun towards the Mexican, who reached out to snatch it from the air with the skill of a practiced knife-fighter.

	‘You run out of warnings,’ Hawk said. ‘I’d kill you now, but we need every gun we can muster and your father hired me to do a job. You try it again, though, and you’re coyote bait.’

	‘You look at my sister again and I’ll try,’ snarled Juan. ‘Next time I might win.’

	‘No chance,’ sneered Hawk. ‘You’re not good enough.’

	Juan’s eyes got wide and bloodshot. He tugged his muffler clear of his face and eased his horse away from Hawk.

	‘You want to settle it now, gringo? You want to see how fast I am?’

	‘Save it for Mantegara.’ Hawk shook his head: a minimal movement that never let his eyes stray clear of Juan’s face. ‘You reckon you still got a grudge when we arrive, we’ll settle it.’

	‘You afraid?’ taunted Juan. ‘You think I might beat you?’ 

	‘No.’ Hawk’s eyes were colder than the snow as he stared at the Mexican. ‘I just need every gun I got.’

	As though to emphasize his point, a volley of shots rang out. The sound was muffled by the falling snow, but still the unmistakable bark of rifle fire. Hawk dragged his pony round. Juan followed him.

	‘No!’ shouted the American. ‘Stay here.’

	Juan ignored the order, urging his black gelding down the trail. Hawk snapped the Colt clear of the holster and swung the pistol up and across as the young Mexican’s horse came level. The barrel landed solidly beneath Juan’s nose, slamming him back in the saddle and exploding a spurt of blood from both nostrils. He fought for balance, only his natural skill as a horseman keeping him in place. Hawk reached over to seize the reins, tugging the gelding to a standstill. He cocked the Colt and pressed the muzzle hard into Juan’s cheek.

	‘Stay here, you goddam idiot. We need someone on point. You hear a war start up, then you come back. Try it before and I’ll kill you.’

	He let loose the reins and heeled the pinto to a gallop through the snow.

	The firing broke down into individual shots and as he came close to the wagon train he saw that the column was moving fast, trading bullets with a group of Apaches flanking the cavalcade on the north side. Mounds showed through the snow where mustangs had gone down, the bright splatters of scarlet indicating the accuracy of the defenders’ fire. Hawk registered five bodies and four more still pacing the wagons. The Mexicans were running at full speed, the out-riders forming a screen between carts and Indians.

	Hawk shouted, but his words were lost in the roar of gunfire and the falling snow. He reined in and hauled the Winchester clear of the saddle boot. Lifting the carbine to his shoulder, he took careful aim on the nearest Apache. Squeezed the trigger. He saw the Indian jump from his pony with blood gouting from his chest. He levered the action and fired again. A second Indian went down, screaming as the slug ripped through his windpipe. The remaining two halted and began to curve away to the north. A volley of shots from the outriders plucked one man from his saddle and dropped his pony down in a spreading swathe of blood. Hawk sighted and fired on the last man. Saw him lurch to the right and fired again. The bullet hit between the shoulder blades, slamming the Apache forwards over the neck of his mustang as it exploded outwards through his chest. He toppled clear of the pony and began to stain the snow.

	Hawk levered the Winchester’s action and rode in closer. The young men were whooping their triumph as he came level, grinning and pointing at the Indians lying dead in the snow.

	‘We did good, eh?’ one asked as Hawk reached them. ‘We beat them off.’

	‘You stupid goddam bastard!’ Hawk’s voice wiped the grin from the youngster’s face. ‘You were on the right flank.’

	‘Sí. But when I heard the firing I came round. I wanted to help.’

	‘How many Apaches you reckon El Cicatriz has?’ Hawk asked.

	‘Two hundred?’ The young man shrugged. ‘Why?’

	Hawk pointed at the bodies. ‘I count nine. That leaves him one hundred and ninety-one might be coming in from the other side.’

	‘¡Madre de Dios! I never thought of that.’

	‘No,’ Hawk grunted. ‘Keep it that way. Just do what I tell you. Stay where I put you unless I say different.’

	The young man nodded and cut his horse through the wagons to resume his station. He was followed by his companions, all of them looking confused and crestfallen. Hawk rode over to the Ortiz wagon.

	‘Anyone hurt?’

	‘No.’ Arturo Ortiz stared hard at the American. ‘Where is Juan?’

	‘Riding point,’ rasped Hawk. ‘Like I told him to. Now pick up some speed: those shots were most likely heard.’

	 

	El Cicatriz rode into Santa Maria when his scouts confirmed that the village was empty. The falling snow and the early hour of the villagers’ departure had confused the Apaches, so that they held back before reporting to their chief. El Cicatriz himself had waited another hour or more before moving in.

	Then found himself confused.

	Smoke rose from the chimneys, and there were chickens and goats and sheep looking for food in the yards. But no people.

	It took the Apaches the better part of two hours to check through the village and loot the houses. The gunfire from the east interrupted the looting, but it still took El Cicatriz another hour to gather all his warriors and send riders out to the bands stationed south and west of the pueblo.

	By then, his trackers had spotted the signs of exodus and the chief knew where the Mexicans were going, but he realized that he could not hope to catch them that day.

	Maybe tomorrow…

	 

	Hawk forced the wagon train to maintain its fast pace down the snow-covered trail. Mothers fed the children on the move, and the adults ate whatever they had thought to bring with them that could be swallowed without cooking. They kept moving until the dull yellow sky began to turn gray, then black.

	Hawk would have liked to keep moving, but he recognized the need to rest the animals and the people, and called the wagons into a circle around a dried-out, snow-filled buffalo wallow.

	Fires were lit from the kindling the villagers had brought with them, melted snow used for water so as to conserve their meagre supplies of the real thing. Hawk told off a series of guards, posting men between each wagon so that the circle was guarded by twenty-five guns at all times. He kept the outriders back as a central reserve that wandered the perimeter ready to lend their firepower to whichever section might need it.

	No attack came that night, though when Hawk rounded the camp at dawn he saw a set of trades leading away to the west.

	The sky remained gray, bled through with yellow streaks that began to bleed snow again once the bone-deep cold of the early hours was warmed away by the invisible sun. Hawk talked Ortiz into hurrying his people through their breakfast and got the column moving again soon after dawn.

	There was no attack before noon.

	Then, as the train pushed on through the mounting snow, a driverless wagon cut clear of the line and began to overtake the column. Hawk moved out to check the vehicle, shouting for the out-riders to maintain position and keep their eyes open.

	The wagon was empty. Bloodstains decorated the seat, and one of the lead horses carried an arrow deep in its shoulder. Hawk ordered the others to go on, turning back to find the occupants of the empty wagon.

	The man was easy to find because the blood that had flowed from his corpse spread a steaming gap in the snow. Five arrows protruded from his chest and belly. His eyes were gouged out and his scalp taken. His hands and feet were severed and stuffed inside his shirt. His wife was naked. Blood decorated her thighs where multiple rape had ravaged her body, and her breasts were cut round with knife strokes. A single arrow showed between her teeth, fired at close range so that it pinned her head to the ground.

	Hawk rose to his feet, suddenly aware that his coat was blue, and thus obvious against the pervading white of the snow. He eased the hammer of the Winchester back and moved towards the pinto pony.

	Abruptly, like a corpse rising from the grave, a body lurched clear of the snow. It was joined instantly by three others.

	Hawk fired the Winchester at the first shape. And saw drifting clouds of white powder transform to red as his bullet took the Apache in the chest. It went in at the apex of the ribcage and ploughed through the left lung to emerge at the back in a thick welter of blood and bone fragments, shot through with pieces of pulpy lung matter. He twisted over and round, levering the Winchester to spray bullets at the charging apparitions that sprang up from the snow.

	One bullet took a Chiricahua in the mouth, shattering teeth before it hurled into the warrior’s neck and imbedded in the base of his brain so that he stopped running and sat down with his eyes wide open on the sight of death.

	He fired again, winging right to hit a Mimbreño with a bow that loosed off an arrow as he fired. His shot caught the Indian in the belly, plunging through the muscle to rupture the sac before erupting out through the kidneys.

	Pain hit. Like fire pressed against his leg. As though hot coals were poured over his flesh. He groaned and fired again at the last Apache.

	The warrior went down with the .44-40 slug blasting his nose backwards through his face. A huge red hole opened between his eyes, swiftly followed by the larger hole that opened at the rear of his skull. He fell down, the discharge melting the snow in a wide circle around his head.

	Hawk levered the Winchester again and listened.

	There was no further sound.

	He waited until he was sure, then lowered the carbine and studied the arrow sticking out from his thigh.

	It had gone in midway between knee and hip, striking against the bone so that shock had run through his nervous system, without the shaft doing too much damage. He clenched his teeth and grabbed the wood in both hands. Without leaving himself time to think about it, he ripped the arrow loose.

	The flint tip tore out through his pants, followed by a spurt of blood. He tossed the shaft aside and thumbed a cartridge from his belt. Bit the slug away from the brass rim, and spilled the black powder over the wound. He reached inside his coat for a match that he struck against his holster and then pressed to the powder. There was a brief flare of light and pain, leaving a scorch mark against his pants.

	He limped over to the pinto mustang and dragged his wounded leg into the stirrup.

	Riding back to the wagon train he saw the bodies of the rearward out-riders spread over the snow. Both men were naked, their olive skins laced with cuts that spread a dark stain over flesh and snow alike.

	The light was fading by the time he got back to the wagon train, and the pain in his leg had lifted up from a raw burning to a dull, mind-numbing throb that pulsed agony through his body with every movement. The wagons were pushing on, making use of the last vestiges of day. He rode alongside Ortiz’s vehicle and signaled for the jefe to make night camp.

	Ortiz turned his wagon, shouting orders back down the train as Hawk indicated that the out-riders should come in.

	They were on a wide, flat plain, banded to the north by a low ridge of hills and to the south by a river not yet frozen over. The snow was still falling but not so strong as during the day. Hawk stayed astride his horse until the last of the flankers rode in then sent one off to fetch Juan.

	Only when the young man was back amongst the wagons and a full detail of guards posted did Hawk dismount.

	As his right foot touched the frosty ground his leg gave way beneath him and he dropped awkwardly on to the snow.

	He groaned, feeling the pain of the arrow wound spark agony upwards into his gut. Juan Ortiz stepped forwards, his mouth curved in a satisfied sneer.

	‘I could take you now, señor gringo. I could kill you while you twist about like a yanqui slug grubbing the dirt.’

	Anger conquered pain as Hawk heard the insult. A sullen rage filled his mind and while Juan was still sneering, enjoying his triumph, the American’s Colt lifted clear of the holster and jutted up at the Mexican’s face.

	The triple click of the hammer sounded loud in the silence.

	Juan stopped sneering and swallowed hard instead.

	‘You got a big mouth,’ rasped Hawk. ‘I reckon it big enough for two shots. Or maybe I should put them lower. Like the gut. That way your mouth could get wider still.’

	Juan looked down at the unwavering muzzle and began to sweat.

	Hawk grinned through his pain and held the Colt steady on the Mexican’s bruised face.

	‘Get down on your knees and tell me how sorry you are. Say it loud enough that everyone hears you.’

	‘Go to hell, gringo!’

	Hawk lowered the angle of the Colt until the barrel was pointed at Juan’s groin.

	‘You’ll be there first, boy, but you won’t be good for much hellin’ around.’

	There was a long silence. Juan stared at Hawk, his hand hovering above the butt of his pistol like a predatory bird about to strike. Hawk went on grinning his death’s-head smile with the Colt pointed up at the Mexican’s crotch.

	Manuela Ortiz interrupted the moment.

	‘Are you both mad?’ she asked. ‘We are surrounded by Apaches, but you two fight together. Aren’t there enough for you to kill? We need you both, so why destroy one another?’

	Juan shrugged and turned away.

	Hawk waited until he was sure the girl had control of the situation, then eased the hammer of his Colt down and dropped the gun back inside the holster.

	‘Stupid men,’ murmured Manuela. ‘All you ever do is fight.’

	‘Not always,’ grinned Hawk. ‘Sometimes I use other weapons.’

	Manuela blushed and turned to her father. ‘He needs tending. Will you take him to our wagon?’

	Arturo nodded and helped Hawk to his feet. The American found that he was unable to set any weight on his right leg, and lent against the Mexican, hopping cautiously over the snow-covered ground to the rear gate of the Ortiz wagon. Arturo helped him inside and Manuela climbed in after them.

	Take your pants off.’ Her voice was authoritative. ‘I need to see the wound.’

	Hawk grinned and unbuckled his gunbelt. He spread the leather out on his left side, taking care to angle the butts of Colt and shotgun towards him, close enough that he could draw fast. Then he opened his pants and allowed Manuela to ease them down his legs.

	The sticky drag of cloth parting from bloody wound took away the pleasure of the girl’s touch. Then two older women appeared to detract further from the excitement. They brought a bucket of hot water with them and soon Hawk was wincing as the scalding water splashed around the hole in his thigh.

	Manuela and the other women bathed the wound and applied poultices to the hole, covering it with a wad of lint that they fastened in place with a heavy bandage.

	‘Go to sleep,’ said the girl. ‘I’ll sew your pants.’

	‘Thanks,’ Hawk nodded. ‘One good turn deserves another.’ 

	‘I don’t understand.’ Manuela looked confused. ‘What do you mean?’

	‘You took my pants off,’ said Hawk. ‘Didn’t you?’

	‘I had to.’ The girl began to blush. To get at the hole.’ 

	‘Yeah,’ was all Hawk said.

	‘You must not talk like that.’ Manuela frowned. ‘If my father heard you, he would kill you.’

	‘I thought Juan was the pistoleer in the family.’ Hawk eased back against the cushions, adjusting his gunbelt so that Colt and scattergun were both close to hand. ‘Leastways, he likes shooting off his mouth.’

	Manuela shook her head. ‘He is young and hot-tempered, señor Hawk, that is all.’

	‘Call me Jared,’ Hawk corrected. ‘After all, you got the drop on me.’

	‘Perdón?’ She shook her head, tumbling auburn waves about her face. ‘Again, I do not understand.’

	Hawk grinned. ‘You caught me with my pants down.’



	
Chapter Seven

	EL CICATRIZ WAITED until all his people were ready before going after the villagers. He already had word of the scouts killed by the wagon train, and wanted to be sure of governing sufficient warriors to make a single, lethal strike. The memory of Aguila Roja and his rancheria burned bright and hot in the Mimbreño’s brain, goading him on to extract bloody vengeance from his brother’s killers.

	Two days after the wagon train had left Santa Maria he had upwards of one hundred and fifty warriors waiting on his call to pursue the runaway Mexicans.

	He decided against a frontal attack, preferring to let the escapees sweat their journey out. Preferring to let them know slowly how they would die.

	He split his warriors into four groups. One cut out from Santa Maria on a hard ride to Mantegara, to block the trail off. Another was sent south, matched by the band riding to the north, to flank the column of wagons. The last group, led by El Cicatriz himself, took up the rear, pressing hard against the tail of the Mexican cavalcade.

	 

	The day was cold and gray, snow falling from an iron sky that hid the sun behind banks of lowering cloud.

	Hawk woke with a numb pain throbbing in his thigh and a fever that beaded sweat over his face. He cursed and dragged himself to a sitting position, fighting against the delirium that threatened to trick his senses. His body was drenched in perspiration, the blankets covering him clammy and uncomfortable. He pushed them away. Then snatched them back into place as the cold air transformed the moisture on his body to an icy sheath and set his teeth to rattling. For a moment he could not recall where he was, then Manuela’s face appeared over the tailboard of the wagon, her dark eyes worried. She lowered the hinged flap and climbed inside, followed closely by Arturo Ortiz.

	The girl was carrying a bowl of hot water and a wad of fresh bandages. Her father held a mug of coffee and a hunk of bread. He looked as concerned as his daughter.

	The arrow was poisoned,’ he said, without preamble. ‘I have ordered the wagons to wait here until you recover.’

	‘The hell you have,’ grunted Hawk. ‘We wait here, we may as well dig our graves. The Apaches won’t hold off for my sake.’

	‘You can’t ride,’ Manuela draped a blanket about his shoulders and shifted the other to expose his leg. ‘You must rest until the poison works out.’

	‘I’ll rest up front,’ Hawk said. ‘We move out now.’

	‘You’ll die,’ murmured the girl. ‘You can’t risk it.’

	‘We’ll all die if we stay here,’ grunted the gunfighter. ‘And I’ve got a thousand dollars due me. Two if Morros is still in Mantegara.’

	Manuela began to peel the first bandage clear of his leg. The lint came away with an ugly yellow stain discoloring the material. Hawk looked down and winced as he saw the red lips of the arrow wound. The flesh was torn where he had dragged the shaft clear, and although blood showed around the edges, the skin was puckered and swollen, shading from red into a yellowish-gray color that encircled the central wound.

	Manuela began to bathe the flesh, washing away the blood and the pus. Hawk gritted his teeth as she touched the swollen area.

	‘You bring any liquor with you?’ He turned to Ortiz. ‘Whiskey’s be best.’

	‘I have tequila.’ The Mexican set the coffee down. ‘Does it hurt that much?’

	Hawk grinned, unaware that the fever transformed the expression into a leering grimace. ‘No,’ he said, ‘not that much. I just need a bottle of tequila and a sharp knife.’

	Ortiz nodded and reached around to open a small trunk lashed against one wall of the wagon. He produced a bottle of clear liquid that he passed to Hawk, then rummaged through several other packages until he came up with a kitchen knife.

	‘Will this do?’

	‘I guess,’ said Hawk. ‘It’ll have to.’

	‘What are you going to do?’ Manuela demanded. ‘The poultices will draw the poison out.’

	‘Not fast enough,’ said Hawk. ‘And like I said: anyone slows us down, they get left behind.’

	He dug his teeth into the cork and dragged it clear. Then he splashed the alcohol over his thigh and the knife. Took a long swallow. Then drove the blade into his leg, probing the tip deep above the central hole before slicing down to open the whole swollen area.

	Pain hit his nervous system like a kick to the belly and his teeth clashed together as he fought the urge to scream. His eyes opened wide and his face got pale. A surge of grayish pus burst from the cut. Manuela groaned in sympathy. Hawk upended the bottle, letting the tequila splash over the wound. Then lifted it to his lips and swallowed hard and deep.

	A strange calm hit him, like the sudden stillness that follows a storm. He passed the bottle back to Ortiz and dropped the knife to the floor of the wagon. Very carefully he lifted the coffee cup and drank the bitter brew down in three long gulps.

	Then he said, ‘Get the wagons moving. Keep Juan on point, and send two men to replace the guys at the tail. Move them out fast.’

	Then he passed out.

	He awoke to the steady rocking of the vehicle, hands moving automatically to his guns. He sat up, seeing Ortiz framed against the skyline with the canvas ring of the wagon’s hood forming the border. He looked back, and saw Manuela nestling against the tailboard with a Winchester rifle cradled over her knees. When he shifted the blanket he saw that his leg was wrapped in fresh bandages. His pants were folded neatly beside his pillow, the powder marks scrubbed clean and the tear sewn up.

	His movement caught the girl’s attention and she turned to stare at him. Hawk grinned and shoved the blanket wide of his body.

	‘I have to get dressed,’ he said. ‘It’s only decent.’

	Manuela began to smile, then replaced the expression with a look of angry disapproval. ‘Decency is not flaunting yourself.’

	‘Sorry,’ said Hawk. Standing up to tug his pants over his legs. ‘But there’s times a man has to do things in public. Besides, you know my private parts.’

	Manuela flushed and swung back to study the snow-covered terrain.

	Hawk belted his pants and swung the gunbelt around his waist. The familiar weight of Colt and shotgun imparted a reassurance as effective as his crude surgery. His leg was stiff, and the bandage made an awkward lump under his trouser leg, but he felt good as he moved up to join Ortiz on the seat of the wagon.

	‘Where’s my pony?’

	Ortiz ducked his head backwards. ‘I put it with the remuda.’

	‘Guards?’

	‘Posted like before. I replaced the men who were killed.’

	‘That’s good,’ said Hawk. ‘Is Juan still on point?’

	Ortiz nodded. ‘Sí. But I think he should be replaced. That’s a dangerous position, and I think we should rotate the men.’

	Hawk shook his head. ‘No.’

	‘Why not?’ asked the Mexican. ‘Do you want the Apaches to kill Juan?’

	The American wondered if the youngster had said anything about their date in Mantegara, then decided not. ‘I need someone alert,’ he said. ‘Someone who can handle trouble. Besides, your son is concerned enough about you and his sister that he won’t take crazy chances.’

	He omitted to say that Juan was determined to kill him, thus providing the young Mexican with another reason for staying alive. Ortiz shook his head and sighed, but he appeared to accept the explanation. Hawk cradled the Winchester against his chest and studied the terrain.

	The snow had stopped falling, most of the cloud cover blown away during the night to reveal a sky akin to the frozen crust of a water bucket. The blue had a metallic sheen pitched midway between gray and azure, and a watery sun showed mistily ahead. The ground on this section of the trail was flat, broken about five miles to the front by a low ridge and to the north by a series of mesas. Everything was white, the only discoloration stemming from the marks left by the wagon train. Ruts and hoofprints were driven deep into the frosted snow, steaming patches showing where the animals had voided their bowels. To either side of the column the out-riders were huddled shapes, their horses fighting through the deeper drifts flanking the road to Mantegara. The wagons were slowed to little more than a walking pace, Ortiz using his whip to drive the lead team onwards, breaking trail for the following vehicles.

	Hawk began to wonder if the Apaches’ hatred would bum hotter than the snow was cold, or if they would give up the pursuit.

	His surmising was ended by the line of riders to the north. Where the mesas stood up from the flatlands, their bulk had served to form a barrier against the freak north wind, fashioning a pocket beneath the blizzard’s path that had left a relatively clear patch of country. Across that, outlined against the yellow-white rock, there was a column of Indians pacing the wagon train.

	Hawk cursed and looked southwards. The terrain was clear, snowfields running away into the distance so blindingly white that he felt his eyes water and turned his gaze back to the way ahead. That, too, was clear, only the lonely figure of Juan Ortiz showing against the snow. Hawk turned to Arturo and canted the rifle against the seat.

	‘I’m dropping off to check our back trail. Where’s my saddle?’

	‘Back there.’ Ortiz pointed with his thumb. ‘In the wagon.’ 

	‘Keep them moving.’ Hawk clambered awkwardly over the seat and began to push through the cluttered interior. He located his saddle and checked the load in the Winchester still sheathed in the boot, then dragged the gear to the tail. 

	Manuela looked up in surprise. ‘What are you doing?’

	‘What your pa’s paying me to do,’ he grunted, feeling tendrils of pain flush angrily through his leg. ‘There’s not enough Indians around. I want to know where the others are.’ 

	Manuela dropped her rifle to clutch his arm. ‘You can’t ride on that leg. You’ll kill yourself.’

	Hawk grinned. ‘I appreciate your concern, but if I don’t know what’s going on I might not live long enough to let you show your appreciation.’

	He tossed his saddle clear of the wagon as the girl blushed, then eased over the tailboard to drop into the snow.

	He had just enough time before the following cart lurched up to haul the saddle clear and drag it over to the side of the trail. He stood there, gritting his teeth against the pain in his leg produced by the jump and the cold, waving the runaways past him. He counted twenty-three wagons, then saw the last one faltering through the snow with the remuda milling around it. The horses were handling the rough going better than the laden wagons, controlled by only two mounted men who were shouting curses at the slowed-down wagon. It was hauled by two heavy-chested animals which were obviously more used to dragging a plough over dry ground than tugging a wagon through snow.

	Hawk watched the front-runners of the remuda surge past the wagon and spotted a tall, black stallion that looked to be a mixture of mustang and quarter-horse. He took his lariat from his saddle and swiftly spun a length of the rope clear from the frosted coil. He eased the big loop out and swung it three times around his head before tossing the noose away to land neatly over the stallion’s head. The horse kicked snow from its hindfeet as it was hauled to a stop, then let Hawk walk along the rope and lead it back to where his saddle rested in the snow.

	He was spreading a blanket over the animal’s back as the tardy wagon came level.

	The driver reined in.

	‘What are you doing, gringo?’

	Hawk slung his saddle over the blanket and buckled the girth straps tight.

	‘You are taking my horse, gringo.’

	Hawk got his left foot in the stirrup and used his right hand to ease his wounded leg over.

	‘We shoot people who steal horses, gringo.’

	The man in the wagon thumbed back the hammer of a Spencer carbine, standing up in the box of his vehicle to sight on Hawk’s chest. He was a short, thickset man, bulked out even more by the heavy coat he wore. Beside him a fat woman held the reins, and at the rear of the wagon two children—a boy of fourteen and a girl of the same age—jumped clear to point a single-shot Henry rifle and a Colt’s Dragoon at Hawk. The men herding the ponies came up, urging their charges around the wagon.

	One said, ‘What’s happening, señor?’

	Hawk said, ‘Nothing. Keep moving. Catch up with the rest.’

	The herder shrugged and moved on, glad to ride clear of the cold-eyed American he thought was his only hope of reaching Mantegara alive. The remuda surged on round the stationary wagon and began to reform on the cleared trail.

	The man in the wagon said, ‘I don’t like anyone riding that horse. He cost me a lot of dinero.’

	‘You ready to die for him?’ Hawk asked. ‘Or will you loan him to me until I get you through?’

	‘No one rides my horse,’ snarled the Mexican. ‘No one, but me.’

	Hawk opened his mouth to reply, but then a sudden movement in the snow caught his attention and he swung his gaze away from the proud horse owner to the man’s daughter.

	She had dropped the Colt’s Dragoon and was tugging at the arrow sticking through her throat. It had entered at the back of her neck and was driven all the way through, so that a foot of crimsoned shaft stuck out in front. The flint head was thick with blood that dripped on to the snow and melted tiny puddles. She took told of the shaft and succeeded in dragging it farther through her windpipe until the feathers scratched on the wound. Then she screamed and tumbled forwards. She landed on her face, the snow becoming abruptly red. The force of her fall drove the arrow back through her neck so that the wound was opened wider. The snow got stained as she twisted in agony and gouted blood from both entry and exit wounds, spitting extra amounts through her wide-open lips.

	Her mother shrieked and dropped the reins, standing up so that the arrows intended for her husband struck her in the back. The first one entered low down on the right side, plucking beneath her ribcage to penetrate her stomach. The second and third went in higher, under the clavicle so that the heads pierced her lungs. She dropped her hands away from the bloody tip protruding from her ample belly and fell down over the front of the wagon.

	Her husband shouted and swung round to fire the Henry wild at the snow.

	An arrow answered his shot, tearing in through his throat so that nine inches of blood-stained wood penetrated his neck. The head of the arrow was tipped with metal, and the sharpened edges cut the jugular vein and part of the spine, killing nerves as it opened a great bleeding wound in the man’s windpipe. He jerked upright and spat blood in a wide circle as he fell clear of the wagon to pitch headlong into the snow beside his dead wife.

	Hawk let the stallion go as he drew the Meteor from his left holster.

	It was hard to say exactly where the arrows had come from because it had all happened so fast. But the imprints of movement remained on Hawk’s mind and he fired as positions registered on his unconscious.

	The first blast of the scattergun lifted a body clear of the snow in a spraying welter of bones and flesh.

	Hawk dropped the Meteor into the holster with his left hand at the same time as he drew the Colt. Then fired five times.

	There were patches of disturbed snow spaced out around the blood-dripping corpse of the dead Apache. Hawk fired into them.

	And saw three warriors jerk clear of their blankets and the covering white with gouts of scarlet decorating faces and chests.

	He began to thumb the spent loads clear of the Colt, working the ejector rod fast to empty the cylinder and open the chambers for the fresh cartridges. He loaded on five, leaving one empty to carry the hammer, then holstered the Colt and slid a tube of ought-ought shot into the Meteor.

	He holstered both guns and turned towards the black stallion that was stamping its feet in the snow, ground tethered with one line of the rein hanging under its face. He got his left foot in the stirrup and was preparing to swing his stiffened right leg across when a voice halted his movement.

	The voice was Mexican, pitched up high from youth and fear and sadness. It said, ‘You get on that horse and I’ll kill you.’

	Hawk stopped moving. He eased his left foot clear of the stirrup and peered across the saddle at the Mexican boy with the Spencer. He had forgotten about the boy, assuming him killed at the same time as his sister and mother and father. He had been wrong, because now the boy was come out from under the wagon with the ancient rifle cocked and pointed at Hawk’s face.

	‘I need him,’ said the American. ‘I need a good horse.’

	‘Not that one. He belongs to my father.’

	‘Belonged,’ Hawk corrected. ‘Your father won’t be riding anymore.’

	‘So I’ll take him. If my father is dead the horse belongs to me.’

	Hawk shrugged. ‘All right, kid. You take him.’

	‘Don’t call me a kid, gringo. Just stand clear of the animal.’

	The sound of hoof beats interrupted the drama. Hawk, facing back down the trail, recognized the riders as Mexicans, presumably the two new men Ortiz had posted to guard the wagon train’s tail. The boy just swung and lifted the Spencer to his shoulder, sighting on the foremost horseman.

	Hawk let go of the saddle and dropped his body between the stallion’s legs, drawing and firing in one fast, unthinking movement.

	A .45 caliber slug blasted into the Mexican’s back. It tore in beneath his clavicle and ripped through the left lung to emerge from the front of the boy’s chest in a squirt of sticky blood that was peppered through with shards of lung tissue. The boy jerked forwards, following the trajectory of the bullet. The Spencer jumped in his hands, discharging a massive load of black powder smoke against the sky. His corpse landed in the snow, spreading a wide swathe of blood about the indentation made by his body.

	Hawk stood up, ejecting the spent shell and replacing it with a new bullet.

	He stayed behind the nervous horse until the rearward guards came up to him.

	‘What happened?’ The first rider gasped his question. ‘Have they got ahead?’

	Hawk swung astride the stallion before replying. ‘A few. What are you talking about?’

	‘Thirty Apaches behind us. Thirty more to the south. We saw them a while ago.’

	‘About the same number flanking us to the north,’ said Hawk. ‘They could be herding us. Catch up with the train. Tell the men on the remuda to bring the animals up in line.’ 

	The Mexican nodded, then pointed at the bodies spread over the snow. ‘What happened?’

	‘Apaches and an argument,’ grunted Hawk. ‘Horse sense got the better of common sense. Let’s go.’

	‘What about the wagon?’ asked the Mexican. The horses?’ 

	Hawk grinned and reached into a saddlebag to tug a clasp-knife out. He opened the blade and began to saw through the traces holding the two big animals to the wagon. He cut them free and folded the knife down.

	‘Few things an Apache likes better than looting. One’s a good horse, the other’s a good woman. We can leave them the loot and the horses. The women all shot their load.’

	He followed the two men down the trail as a fresh snow flurry skirled down from the lowering sky.

	It was hard going, urging the stallion on through the snow, with each plunging movement of the big horse dancing fresh pain up through his leg so that his thigh became a center of agony that began to creep upwards into his belly and numb his mind. But he got back to the train and waved the outriders in close, organizing them around the wagons before riding out to call Juan in.

	‘I’m glad you didn’t die,’ said the Mexican. ‘I want that for myself.’

	‘Good,’ Hawk grunted. ‘That means you’ll stay alive as long as I need you.’

	He turned the stallion round and led the way back to the wagon train.

	 

	They pushed on through the day, single riders tugged in close around the wagons. Morning became noonday with the pale sun filtering down through the opalescent sky before drifting away behind them as afternoon, and then evening, trailed shadows over the heavens, transforming the light from the cold brilliance of morning to the shifting memories of the afternoon and the dark, malevolent promise of the evening.

	The snow grew blue as the light faded, bands of brighter radiance standing out where starlight, or the pale beams of the moon, struck the sparkling wastes.

	The increased cold hit Hawk’s wound like a hot knife, and he was forced to tether his new-found horse behind the Ortiz wagon and climb inside as he scanned the road ahead for a suitable night-stop.

	The road offered nothing better than a shallow wash where a stream had once cut across the trail, so he kept them moving until they reached the ridge he had seen that morning. It wasn’t very high, but the western flanks offered comfort from the cold, tumbling out in a series of rocky tongues that cut off the wind and sheltered the southern edges from the snow. A little grass still grew on the down-wind slopes; and there was no sign of the Apaches.

	The wagons halted in the overhang of a tall bluff, where the ridge bent over, scoured out by the wind to form a lip of rock that protected them from the elements and hid their fires.

	Hawk dismounted again and passed his horse to a grinning Mexican.

	Then, carrying his Winchester across his chest, he limped over to the Ortiz wagon. ‘Get three wagons across the entrance. Back them together. I want seven men with rifles on guard all night.’

	Arturo Ortiz stared at him, his face pale.

	‘Sotero said you shot little Manolo Zarrano. Is that right?’

	Hawk shrugged. ‘I never heard the name.’

	‘The child whose parents died today.’

	The memory dawned on Hawk’s mind and he nodded. ‘The kid was about to shoot the rearguards.’

	‘And you killed him for that?’ Ortiz sounded surprised.

	‘Sure,’ said Hawk. ‘Who’d you sooner lose? A grown man who can fire a gun, or a kid with nothing going but revenge?’

	‘You shot him? You really killed him because he was about to shoot Sotero?’

	‘You call Sotero over,’ said Hawk. ‘Ask him what he’d have liked me to do.’

	‘You’re a cold man, Jared Hawk,’ said Ortiz. ‘I don’t think I ever met a man so cold as you.’

	‘I met warmer folks,’ Hawk admitted. ‘But they’re dead. I’d sooner stay alive and cold than dead and warm.’

	He limped off towards the entrance of the draw, conscious of Ortiz hurrying behind him. When they reached the entrance, Ortiz began to shout orders at the wagons and after a few minutes a solid wall of vehicles was backed up across the mouth.

	‘Seven men on guard all the time,’ snapped Hawk. ‘Three-hour shifts. Keep the fires low and keep the sound down. You’d best stay awake.’

	‘Why?’ Ortiz asked. ‘Where will you be?’

	‘I thought you said it was nearly Christmas,’ grinned Hawk, ‘so I thought I might go deliver a few presents. Start the festival with a bang.’



	
Chapter Eight

	THE FULL EXTENT of El Cicatriz’s hatred was indicated by the ruthlessness with which he drove his warriors onwards. It was unusual enough for a war band to be out raiding in deep winter—normally the scattered families of the Chiricahua, the Mimbreño and the Jicarilla would have drifted farther south to the warmer climate of central Sonora or Chihuahua to wait out the bad weather before drifting back to Arizona and New Mexico. More unusual was the size of the war band. The Apaches seldom congregated in large parties—except, perhaps, for some religious ceremony or to talk with the Army-preferring to travel in small groups that would easily escape detection. A war party of thirty braves was considered large: a band numbering in excess of one hundred was unheard of, and it was a testament to El Cicatriz’s power as a leader that so many warriors followed him through such awful weather.

	A testament to his power and the instinctive fear the tribes felt at the thought of a silver rush filling up the hills with prospectors and federates. It had been just such a find that had started the long struggle with the Mexicans and the yanquis, when copper had been located in the south-western corner of New Mexico, close to the little town of Santa Rita del Cobre. There—as in Santa Maria—the citizens had ambushed a rancheria to clear the way for mining. That had been a long time ago, way back at the beginning of the 1800s, and had prompted the greatest of the Apache war leaders, Mangus Colorado, to organize the tribes into a savage fighting force that had been raiding for the better part of eighty years. But not even the great Mangus had commanded so huge a group of warriors. Not Geronimo or Cochise or Victorio. Only El Cicatriz. And he was duly proud.

	And equally determined to wipe out the villagers.

	Already, Santa Maria lay in ruins. The animals abandoned at the start of the exodus were dead or run off to provide food for the families left behind. The houses had been looted and anything that would bum put to the torch. Snow now melted over carpets and floors, let in through the shattered windows to join the droppings of the Indians’ horses and the blood of slaughtered animals. The altar in the church was overturned, the wooden seats burned away and the aisle decorated with the feces and urine of the furious warriors.

	Now El Cicatriz was angrier still, for he had found the guards posted along the Mantegara trail dead, more Apaches lost than Mexicans. He decided to push harder against the fleeing villagers, to force them into headlong flight that would exhaust their horses and mules and leave the men living on their nerve ends. He called all his braves together, save for the party of thirty men sent out in front and explained his new plan.

	It was quite simple: with upwards of ninety braves pushing from behind the wagon train must press hard for the safety of Mantegara. But across the trail there were the waiting thirty. With that many Indians attacking from in front, and three times that number closing from behind, the Mexicans would be caught like a herd of deer driven on to the guns of the hunters.

	The Apaches made camp and awaited the dawn, when they would begin the push.

	 

	Hawk was awake most of the night, organizing the Mexicans into a work force as he prepared his surprise.

	They finished soon after midnight and the weary gunfighter caught a few hours’ sleep before the guards woke him again and they began to move out.

	The cleft that had sheltered them was dead-ended, so all the wagons formed into a line and began to wind under the overhang, following the rim of the cliff until they got back on to the main trail. The ridge was no more than one hundred feet high at its tallest point, a spur of sandstone that was fashioned by wind and rain into a sheer face looking westwards. Sections of the stone had crumbled into shale, forming long ramps down from the rim. These were now covered with snow that had melted somewhat under the previous day’s sun and then frozen during the night so that the whole frontage of the cliff was locked inside an icy sheath that defied climbing. The ridge stretched away on a north-to-south line for about thirty miles in both directions. The only route through to Mantegara lay in a narrow ravine that cut through the sandstone like a knife wound. It was flanked on both sides by tall walls of frosted rock, barely wide enough to allow a single wagon through. The ground was hard and cold, rimed with frost, but as yet protected from the main fall of snow by the walls and the bulk of the cliff.

	Ortiz led the train down the ravine, moving in total darkness with the horses’ hooves and the wheels of the wagons again muffled with cloths. Juan picked the route, riding slowly so that the slower wagons could keep up. Hawk stayed back, steering the phaeton he had seen back in Santa Maria with the black stallion hitched behind at the head of a three-horse string.

	He drove slower than most, the phaeton creaking as the load inside weighed down against the springs. Apart from his own commandeered horse, the animals were old and tired, incapable of making a fast run.

	The ravine was a quarter mile long and half-way down he halted.

	A pale hint of false dawn was beginning to show against the crack of sky visible above the split, transforming the starry blue-black to a murky gray. A coyote howled, the strident cry echoing off the rockfaces so that the sounds of Hawk’s dismounting were lost beneath the eerie wailing. The air was cold, pinching his mouth and nostrils and creating a dull pain in his ears. The frost covering the earth crackled as his boots trod through the crust, and he blew on his hands—both gloved now-as he began to unload the phaeton.

	He hauled two barrels down from the carriage and stacked them side by side against the off-side front wheel. Then he checked the three crates still piled over the floor and seat. After that he unhitched the horses and led the stallion round to the front of the phaeton, tethering the animal to the wheel. The others he cut loose after blocking the ravine by the simple expedient of manhandling the carriage sideways-on across the path. Then he picked up the two lanterns he had earlier stowed beneath the seat and broke one over the interior of the phaeton, taking care to splash the kerosene liberally over the faded velvet and the three crates. The second he lit, turning the wick up high and placing it atop one of the kegs blocking the front wheel.

	Then he mounted the black horse and rode down the ravine for three hundred yards before halting again and dismounting.

	He looped the reins about the stallion’s forelegs and spread his saddle blanket over the animal’s back before drawing the Winchester clear of the saddle boot.

	Then he crouched down against the cold rock and waited.

	 

	The false dawn faded into darkness, abruptly replaced by the first glimmer of the early sun. It shone from the east, slanting down the ravine so that the walls glittered with the overlay of frost and began to steam. The temperature rose a little, producing a mist from the encrusted ice that filled up the ravine with a gray, wraith-like steaming. The yellow glow of the lantern’s wick shone out in counterpoint to the sun, a faint beacon in the gloom.

	Hawk rubbed his hands together, flexing the fingers of the right and kneading the deadened nerves of his left hand.

	He levered the action of the Winchester, then lowered the hammer and leaned the carbine against the cold rock.

	After a while he heard the sound of hoofbeats. Picked up his Winchester and eased the hammer back slowly to full cock.

	The two horses still harnessed to the phaeton snickered nervously as they scented the approaching animals. The two spavined ponies left in back whinnied and turned to face the riders.

	Hawk flattened against the rockface, taking his weight on his good leg as he brought the carbine up to his shoulder and sighted on the phaeton. The flaming wick of the kerosene lantern showed clearly through the mist and he levelled the sights an inch below the glow, lining the upright spur of the foresight neatly between the vee notch of the rear sight.

	Waiting…

	Holding his breath…

	Remembering another time his life had hung on a hair trigger…

	The Dakotas …Way back …

	Winter … With the snow coming down hard enough to smother a man … The air cold enough that even whisky froze and burst the bottles …

	Hickok … bellied down in the white with his big buffalo coat making him look like one more hummock of the ground. Except that every so often the hummock lifted and produced a flask that was kept warm by body heat, and made gurgling sounds as more liquor poured down the lawman’s throat.

	The buffalo hunters were wintering over in Deadwood, flush with money from the summer killing and anxious to spend it. Some had spent it too fast and found themselves broke before the spring thaw opened the ranges again. So they turned to other kinds of killing. Like robbing a bank.

	As the Clancy brothers had done.

	There was Bob and Zeke and Little Bill. Nice enough men when they were sober and working—despite the smell-but mean and nasty when they were broke and looking to get drunk again. They had gunned a guard and then shot two tellers to death before riding out with the better part of three thousand dollars in their saddlebags.

	Hickok and Hawk had gone after them, and the older man had taught the deputy a whole lot about trailing and anticipating a target. The Clancy brothers had left tracks that ran due north in the direction of Beaufort. Hickok had pointed out that there wasn’t anything between; got two pack horses loaded up with supplies; and taken Hawk on a fast swing north to intercept the bank robbers.

	By the time he was confident of being ahead they had used up most of the supplies on one of the horses. So Hickok had taken the animal out to the center of the trail and hacked a knife through its foreleg.

	The horse had stamped around a lot, spreading blood over the snow. But not moving far from the oats Hickok had spread around.

	After a while the Clancy gang showed and halted when the brothers saw the lamed pony. They had ridden in dose; interested.

	Which was when the two peace officers opened fire.

	Hickok had been using a Sharps big fifty; Hawk, a Henry. Hickok’s first shot had lifted Bob Clancy clear of his saddle and spread him on the snow in a slithery puddle of his own blood. Hawk had taken Zeke with a shot to the chest. And by then Hickok had the Sharps reloaded ready to blow Little Bill back towards Dead wood with his brains marking the trail.

	When Hawk had asked why they hadn’t arrested the lawbreakers and given them a chance to surrender, Hickok had grinned, brushing powder smoke from his fancy moustache, and said:

	‘Why? That might have given them a chance to kill us. Best get your shot in first. Answer the questions afterwards. That way you stay alive.’

	Hawk had always remembered.

	 

	The horses came closer, the sounds of their hoofbeats echoing hollowly against the sides of the ravine. Shapes began to dissolve from the mist, forming into mounted men clad in furs and looted coats. They saw the wandering horses and rode in closer.

	Saw the phaeton and began to cluster around the carriage.

	Hawk waited.

	Waited until the ravine was filled up with Apaches.

	Then fired at the kerosene lantern that was still burning atop the first keg.

	His bullet splintered the glass bowl into a myriad of fragments, pouring inflammable liquid down over the kegs of blasting powder stacked across the wheel. The wick, still burning, dropped into the spilling liquid and ignited the kerosene that spread fast over the powder.

	There was a terrific blast that spread red flame in a gusting billow up and back and forwards. The second keg went off, heated to blasting point by the explosion of the first. Men and ponies were lifted up and plastered in bloody fragments against the sides of the ravine. The two horses tethered behind screamed and began to kick. Then the flash fire spread to the crates of powder and shells inside the phaeton and the entire ravine was filled with hellish thunder as great spurting gusts of fire and destruction roiled out to sear lungs and blind eyes.

	Contained within the walls of the ravine the explosion had only three ways to go. Tongues of fire spurted in Hawk’s direction, singeing his horse so that the stallion began to buck and try to fight clear of the tethering reins. But the bulk of the massive discharge spread up and back along the ravine, penned in by the walls and the clustered horsemen.

	The bullets in the cases began to explode, ricocheting off the walls to dance death down the length of the ravine. The first explosion had killed about twenty Apaches, the second as many more. The ricocheting bullets accounted for the same number, zinging back and forth across the walls of the ravine without stopping until they hit flesh or bone that was strong enough to stop them.

	Men and horses died in the same bloody onslaught, flesh and bone pulping and shattering beneath the onslaught of the exploding munitions. El Cicatriz’s best war chiefs went down with bullets ploughing through their faces and bodies, or the massive explosions of the powder kegs plastering them like jam against the walls of the ravine.

	The whole passage filled up with the splinters of the phaeton and the horses. With the corpses of screaming Apaches and dying mustangs. A welter of bodies blocked the trail, all streaming with blood and splintered bone.

	Then the walls—already weakened by the grip of ice—broke under the impact of the explosions. Tons of rock burst loose, fragmenting down into the cleft to dump the upper half of the ridge into the trail.

	El Cicatriz lost the last third of his warriors there as the passage through to Mantegara fell down and buried the pursuing Apaches beneath the tumult of stone. He reined back, dancing his pony clear of the rock slide. And gathered the few warriors still left around him.

	 

	Hawk mounted the black stallion and rode clear from the rubble that now blocked the trail. The split-that according to Ortiz was the only way through the ridge—was stoppered tight. The jumble of fallen stone was too treacherous to allow the Indians to climb it, and if they should choose to continue the pursuit they would face at least a day of hard riding before they could hope to catch up with the wagons again. Hawk grinned and urged the black up to a gallop.

	When he caught up with the column it was moving faster, the out-riders holding in close to the main party, twisting round in their saddles to stare back at the ridge. The early sun was bathing the eastern slopes with a cold, golden radiance, the sky a clear metallic blue. Above the ridge, marking the place where the trail had been, was a pall of smoke and dust, like a miniature thundercloud. Hawk grinned and drew level with the Ortiz wagon.

	‘It worked,’ said the jefe; unnecessarily. ‘You stopped them.’ 

	‘I guess,’ nodded Hawk. ‘We’ve been worrying about them long enough. Time they got some weight on their shoulders.’ He pushed on to join Juan.

	‘See anything?’

	‘No,’ The Mexican shook his head. ‘Did you kill them all?’ 

	‘Didn’t stay to count,’ Hawk replied. ‘But if any did escape, they’ll have a long ride before they catch up.’

	Juan nodded, his face reddened by the cold. He stared ahead as though trying to pick out landmarks in the blank expanse of snow-covered plain. ‘We should reach Mantegara in about three days.’ He turned to look at Hawk, his face speculative. ‘Yeah,’ said the American.

	‘I have not forgotten our … agreement.’

	‘No,’ said Hawk. ‘Nor me.’

	He stared back at Juan, his eyes cold, and the young man shivered, hiking the collar of his jacket closer about his face.

	They rode in silence for a spell, then Juan said, ‘Some of our people say that we should hang you for killing the boy.’ Hawk grunted. Then, ‘What do you say?’

	‘I told them you must have had a reason. I told them a pistolero like you would not kill without need.’

	‘Staying alive’s all the reason I need,’ murmured Hawk.

	‘I told them you would kill your best friend if you had a reason,’ Juan added. ‘And if you had a friend,’

	‘Yeah,’ Hawk fell silent, remembering Aaron Turner and the way a partnership had soured, resulting in the death of the Negro bounty hunter1. ‘That’s right.’

	His tone cut Juan’s next comment off dead, the somber expression on Hawk’s face persuading the Mexican that it was safer to stay silent. Silent and alive. For a while they rode on without speaking, each man scanning the terrain for sign of ambush or tracks. There was no indication of the former threat, and the flurry of snow that had fallen during the night effectively covered the trail so that it was impossible to tell whether El Cicatriz had sent men ahead or had all his warriors with him in the ravine.

	Hawk thought over the likelihood and found himself unable to come up with an answer. The very nature of the pursuit was strange, for an Apache war band would usually have been satisfied with the looting of the village. A chase might have followed, but not one that continued so hard in such weather. Even allowing that El Cicatriz’s brother had been killed by the Mexicans did not explain why three tribes would band together to maintain so determined a pursuit. There was something wrong about the situation, but Hawk was unable to say exactly what it was.

	He pushed the doubts from his mind, concentrating on the immediate problem of bringing the wagon train through to Mantegara. It was not in his nature to concern himself with imponderables when a more direct task faced him, though the nagging worry remained stored in his brain and he promised himself that he would question some of the more friendly villagers when they halted for the night.

	For now, however, he was content to see the wagons moving eastwards at a steadily increasing pace.

	The day remained bright, a bitterly cold north wind clearing the sky of cloud so that no more snow fell. The terrain remained flat and featureless, broken only by occasional stands of saguaro or clumps of cholla. The cactus plants were shrouded with frost, the high-standing limbs of the saguaro sparkling as the sun reflected off the ice, creating a semblance of Christmas trees. The image reminded the villagers of the season, and when Hawk rode back to the train the priest hailed him.

	‘Are you a Catholic, my son?’

	Hawk shook his head.

	‘No matter.’ The priest smiled from beneath the incongruous decoration of wide-brimmed hat and enfolding muffler. ‘All Christians are brothers at this time. You know the date?’ 

	Hawk shook his head again.

	‘Tomorrow is Christmas Day.’ The priest nodded as though imparting some vital fact. ‘I should like to halt the wagons so that I may conduct services in accordance with tradition.’ 

	‘Apaches don’t recognize Christmas,’ Hawk grunted.

	‘But there are no more Apaches,’ avowed the priest. ‘The heathens are defeated and we should give due thanks to the Lord for our deliverance.’

	‘Give your thanks in Mantegara,’ said Hawk. ‘It’ll be warmer there.’

	‘No,’ The priest shook his head and blew his nose loudly. ‘I have discussed this with El Jefe, and we are agreed that tomorrow should be put aside for worship.’

	‘That so?’ Hawk asked: the priest nodded. ‘Then best study up on your burial service, padre. You might need that more.’



	
Chapter Nine

	ORTIZ SUPPORTED THE priest’s demand for a halt, and the next day the wagons stayed where they had stopped for the night.

	They were drawn up in a circle around a thick cluster of saguaro. Enough wood was found, either on the ground or inside the wagons, to make a large fire that melted the ice in a wide area around the flames. Each wagon contributed food for the feast, and bottles of tequila and pulque were produced. The priest fastened the rear flaps of his wagon’s canvas cover together to fashion a crude confessional and held a mass at first light.

	Hawk ignored the ceremony, preferring to ride out into the lonely wastes to check the ground for sign of the Apaches. He found none, and returned to the impromptu congregation at noon. Manuela came to meet him.

	‘I should check your wound,’ she said shyly. ‘It has been too long since it was looked at.’

	Hawk grinned and nodded. He unsaddled his horse and fed it an extra measure of oats before climbing into the Ortiz’s wagon. Manuela entered, accompanied by two of the older women, who clucked and chuckled as Hawk lowered his pants to expose the bandage. The removal was painful, the inside of the dressing being stuck to his leg by blood and pus. But the wound was clean, his crude surgery having spilled the poison loose so that now only time was needed to heal the cut.

	He smiled at the women and thanked them for their attention, sending them fluttering away with girlish smiles on their wind-chapped lips. Then he got dressed again and climbed dear of the wagon.

	Manuela was waiting for him, her hands behind her back. As he emerged, she brought them out in front, holding a bundle towards him.

	‘Uno regalo de Navidad.’

	She blushed, torn between waiting for his reaction and running away. Hawk took the gift and found he was holding a long scarf, knitted from blue-dyed wool. He tugged his own muffler loose and tossed it inside the wagon, then wound the gift around his neck.

	‘Muy gracias.’ He bowed ceremoniously and reached out to take the girl’s hand, settling a formal kiss on the back of her woolen mitten. ‘It is a very fine present that I shall keep always.’

	Manuela smiled and Hawk decided she was the prettiest woman he had ever seen. ‘I have nothing for you,’ he said. ‘I am sorry.’

	She took her hand back. ‘That does not matter.’

	‘But perhaps I can give you something when we reach Mantegara.’

	‘Give her what, gringo?’ Juan’s voice cut through the moment like an Apache arrow. ‘What will you give her?’ 

	Hawk turned to face the brother, right hand dropping automatically to the Colt holstered around his waist. Juan glared at him, cradling a Winchester rifle across his chest. His right hand was locked tight around the stock, forefinger on the trigger and thumb on the hammer.

	‘A gift,’ said Hawk. ‘That’s all.’

	‘Juan!’ Manuela’s voice was raised high with fear. ‘Do not make trouble. Not today.’

	‘This yanqui has made trouble from the day he joined us,’ snarled Juan. ‘He never wanted to help us, just take our father’s money.’

	‘He is doing a job,’ said the girl. ‘Our father hired him to get us through to Mantegara. He is doing that.’

	Juan shook his head and spat. The movement forced him to lean forwards so that his eyes left Hawk for a moment. The American chose that moment in which to move. He stepped forwards, setting his weight on his left foot. Juan began to look up, but by then Hawk was pivoting, his right leg swinging up in a short, vicious arc. Juan gasped as the toe of Hawk’s boot slammed into his groin and let the rifle drop. Hawk caught it as the young Mexican’s hands were closing over the focus of his pain and hefted the barrel up to land the metal rod hard against the point of the youngster’s chin. Juan’s mouth snapped shut, his teeth closing on his lower lip so that a thin thread of blood spurted out. His eyes dosed and he pitched forwards on to the ground.

	Hawk tossed the rifle across the supine body and turned to Manuela.

	Her face was shocked, eyes wide and lips trembling. She had one hand clenched into a fist and lifted up part-way to her mouth. She stared at her brother, then raised her face to direct accusing eyes at Hawk.

	‘He’ll live,’ rasped the gunfighter. ‘Might even have learned a lesson.’

	‘You’re like an animal.’ Manuela’s eyes got misty as big tears formed and began to course down her cheeks. ‘Don’t you know anything but killing?’

	‘Sure,’ Hawk’s face got cold and angry. ‘I know better than to let some hot-head kid point a gun on me.’

	The girl shook her head and sighed, sinking to her knees beside her unconscious brother. Hawk looked at her for a moment, then turned away, moving in the direction of the fire. Someone handed him a plate and a woman filled it with food. He squatted down, forking the edibles into his mouth without tasting them. Arturo Ortiz passed him a tin mug filled with tequila. Hawk emptied the cup in two fast gulps, then held it out for more.

	‘Merry Christmas,’ said Ortiz.

	‘Yeah,’ grunted Hawk, not sure why he felt so angry.

	 

	El Cicatriz had escaped the explosions in the ravine with only minor injuries. He rode dear with fifteen braves and regrouped at the western end to assess his losses. Seven of his men were too badly hurt by ricocheting bullets or fragments of rock to be any use in a fight, so he sent them back to the winter camp. Then, with the remaining eight, he rode hard around the ridge, forcing a savage pace in a desperate attempt to get ahead of the wagons and link with the group of thirty braves sent out ahead.

	Had the priest not insisted on halting and resting over for Christmas Day the wagon train might have stayed ahead of the Apaches. As it was, El Cicatriz moved past the villagers in the night and located his men around noon the following day.

	The waiting Apaches were camped under the windbreak of a low bluff about nine miles out from the only way station on the stage line between Mantegara and Santa Maria.

	The way station was manned by a middle-aged couple and their idiot son. Luis and Linda Garcia had taken the post for the sake of the privacy. They felt embarrassed by Jose, who, at twenty-seven years, was like a child of ten. He was strong enough; indeed, he was invaluable to the maintenance of the station. But there was no hiding the fact that he was abnormal. They felt it better to hide him away and put up with the solitude.

	Until, that was, the Apaches came.

	The way station consisted of an adobe building containing a bar-cum-eatery; a separate kitchen; a dormitory for travelers; and the single, blanket-curtained room used by Luis, Linda and Jose. There was a good, deep, fresh-water well outside, and a corral with a small smithy and tack room. Between Santa Maria and Mantegara it was the only inhabited spot.

	So El Cicatriz decided the fleeing villagers must head there. And acted accordingly.

	He allowed his tired warriors a few hours’ sleep, then led them east to reach the way station soon after dawn. The chief, accompanied by three of his best men, moved in close on foot.

	A dog barked, then began to sniff the wind, confused by the unusual chill. A bowstring thrummed, the whistle of the arrow lost in the eerie wailing of the norther. There was the dull sound of flint head tearing into flesh and the dog collapsed, snapping at the shaft that protruded from its chest as it snuffled blood and died.

	El Cicatriz hooted, then waited as his full band closed in on the station. The chief motioned to either side, and the warriors spread out in a tight circle, waiting.

	The front door opened and Jose stepped out on to the porch. He hugged a ragged poncho about his shoulders, scratching his head as he whistled for the dog. When the animal failed to answer him he scratched some more and stepped off the porch in the direction of the well.

	He saw the body of the dog and dropped the bucket he was carrying. His mouth dropped slack as he stared around, squinting into the opalescent grayness of the early dawn. Something registered on his benumbed mind and he turned back towards the adobe.

	Three arrows hit simultaneously, then two more. They pierced his back, going in beneath his shoulder blades to puncture his lungs and throat and heart. He jerked forwards, opening his mouth to scream, but the shaft sticking out through the front of his windpipe choked the sound off in a thick welter of blood so that the loudest noise he made was that of his body pitching face down over the frosty ground.

	El Cicatriz hooted again and moved closer in.

	Then he shrieked a war-cry and the whole group attacked the station building in a fast rush. The chief went in through the open door with nine men behind him while the others began to lever open the wooden shutters covering the windows.

	Linda Garcia woke first, screaming as El Cicatriz came in through the bedroom door with a Winchester carbine pointed at her face. She was a fat woman, her pendulous breasts barely hidden by the woolen shift she wore in bed. Her greasy hair was bound back in a long plait that reached almost to her waist.

	The plait fluttered as the bullet El Cicatriz fired tore clear of her neck. Her screaming became a low gargle as blood filled her throat and began to spill over her fleshy lips. The Apache fired again, this time angling his carbine lower so that the swell of cloth pushed out by her left breast was abruptly stained with crimson. She fell down across the bed as her husband woke up, her obese body flopping over Luis’s smaller frame to drip blood from her ravaged breast into his face.

	Luis groaned and wriggled his head clear of his wife’s dead weight.

	The Apaches waited until he was sat upright, then laughed and opened fire.

	An arrow drove into his left eye, deflecting off the socket so that the tip drove out through his cheek. A second hit his open mouth, pinning his tongue back against the rear of his throat as the head lodged against the spinal bones. El Cicatriz fired the Winchester again, angling the shot to catch Luis in the belly. The .44-40 slug tore through the thin flesh to puncture the stomach sac. A spurt of blood and foul-smelling internal fluids fountained clear and Luis moaned, doubling over as nervous shock spasmed his body. The movement dropped his head into the path of the arrow hurtling at his chest. The wooden shaft thudded into his skull, splintering the fragile bone of his cranium to pierce the brain and lodge in his windpipe. The arrows already penetrating his face hit the bed and were driven deeper by the weight of the body, one tearing out through the back of his neck so that the faltering heart pumped a few last gouts of crimson into the air.

	El Cicatriz laughed and shouted for his warriors to prepare the way station for the villagers.

	 

	The celebration of Christmas seemed to fill the people of Santa Maria with some kind of hysteria. It was as though they welcomed the respite from the harsh pace Hawk had enforced, and the absence of visible Apaches, without caring to think about the distance still remaining before they could reckon themselves truly safe. They refused to listen when Hawk urged departure after the makeshift feast, choosing instead to join the priest in a carol service. Guitars were produced, and one accordion, and as the fat priest led them in the singing a surprisingly melodious sound rang out over the silent plain.

	To Hawk’s ears the caroling sounded like a death knell, a clear invitation to any marauder looking for easy pickings. He wandered clear of the central fire, circuiting the wagons to check the few guards posted along the perimeter. Each man was paying more attention to the singing than the surroundings. Each one had a bottle, and most were half-way drunk. Hawk left them to it, wandering over to the black stallion, which snickered a greeting as he came up. He stroked the animal’s velvet nose, automatically checking its condition before ambling back to the carol singers.

	Juan was at the rear of the crowd, eating gingerly and wincing as his bruised jaw and split lip pained him. Manuela knelt beside him, her eyes troubled as she saw Hawk approaching.

	But it was Juan who spoke, his voice thick. ‘Next time I don’t warn you, gringo. I see you with my sister again, I’ll just kill you.’

	‘You got a lot to learn,’ Hawk grunted. ‘I’ll give you a Christmas present.’ Juan looked confused, then his face got dark as Hawk went on speaking. ‘You aim to kill a man, you best do it. Don’t warn him. And don’t point a gun at me again, because next time I’ll kill you.’

	The young Mexican ground his teeth together in fury, then groaned as the movement sparked pain through his jaw. He started to rise, but Manuela caught his arm and shook her head.

	‘Nuvidad, Juan! It is a sin to fight at Christmas.’

	The boy nodded, easing back to the ground. ‘Sí, Manuela. As you say.’

	Hawk grinned and adjusted the blue scarf around his neck. ‘Fine muffler, señorita. Real warm.’

	The girl’s face assumed an expression that was part pleasure, part sadness, and part irritation. She stared at Hawk for a moment, then turned her head away, busying herself with the food.

	‘I might want a new muffler,’ rasped Juan. ‘In Mantegara.’

	Hawk smiled without showing any humor. ‘You might need something warmer. Like a nice, plush-lined box. I reckon the ground must be pretty cold.’

	He walked away to where the bottles were stacked on a fold-down table and helped himself to a large drink. He swallowed the tequila fast, enjoying the sensation of warmth it produced in his belly, then took the bottle and wandered off beyond the ring of saguaro, settling on the front seat of a wagon with the bottle and his thoughts for company.

	He felt confused, unsure of his own emotions. And that made him angry, because he was accustomed to knowing exactly why he did a thing, reasoning it out with the cold, calm logic that had kept him alive through years of handling a gun. Now, though, he was unsure. A few weeks ago Juan Ortiz would have died the first time he tried to hassle the gunfighter, yet Hawk had drawn back from killing him for no clear reason he had been able to define at the time. Now it got clearer: he had allowed Juan to live because the boy was Manuela’s brother. And Manuela cared for him. That concern, Hawk forced himself to realize, was the only reason the young Mexican was still alive. But why was that sufficient reason?

	He raised the bottle to his lips and knew the answer as the fiery liquor hit his belly, relaxing him and allowing his mind to wander down random paths previously closed off by the hard, cold, self-centered necessities of personal survival.

	He had never met anyone like Manuela, and he wanted to keep her. If that was love, it was a sensation he had not experienced before, but one that seemed to govern his actions more surely than the logistics of living. He had not shot Juan because of the girl. Several times now, that unrecognized feeling had stopped his instinctive answer to problems: had prevented him from drawing a gun and destroying a man who dearly sought his death.

	He took another swallow and thought about it. He felt almost afraid. He could not envisage himself as a farmer or a rancher: all he knew was killing, wandering from town to town in pursuit of bounty in one form or another; and that was no life for a woman. But could he settle down? And if he could, would Manuela settle with him? Maybe he could become a peace officer again. But where? And if he did, would Manuela stay with him ? He recognized the inevitability of the confrontation with Juan and wondered what reaction that might produce in the boy’s sister.

	He lifted the tequila a third time and recognized the inevitable facts of the life he had chosen: if he was in love with Manuela he must be ready to lose her when he faced her brother. He felt no doubts about the meeting-it was inevitable. Nor did he feel any doubts about his own survival—he was a professional gun, feeling totally confident of killing Juan Ortiz. And if he did, he would lose the girl. He knew that at the same time he knew he must follow his own path. If Juan drew a gun and he backed down, he was no longer his own man; therefore, no longer the man Manuela might want. Certainly not the man he could live with in his own conscience.

	He took another swallow and tossed the bottle away into the snow, watching the liquor drain clear of the neck and melt the frosty covering of the ground. Heads he lost, and tails Juan won. So get up and do what he was paid for.

	Which was getting the wagon train through to Mantegara as safe as possible. And worry about personal problems afterwards.



	
Chapter Ten

	CHRISTMAS DAY WAS followed by a bright, cold dawn that froze the prairie to a solid, slippery sheet of ice. The gusting norther stopped blowing, replaced by a fretting wind that blew alternately from the east and south.

	The wagon train moved out several hours after dawn, its progress slowed by the liquor-fuddled minds of the Christmas celebrants. Hawk assigned Juan Ortiz to the rearguard and took the pole position himself. He rode through a swirling mist of white, which altered from directly ahead and a slanting angle that came in from ahead and to his right. The loose snow got picked up by the winds and misted the road with swirling clouds of loose flakes. The wagons skidded on frozen patches of the ice, and every so often the train halted to clear the way for a spilled wagon that had slid off the trail into the softer ground beside.

	Around noon the wind died down and the sky got clear again.

	After that they made faster going, reaching the bluff that had sheltered El Cicatriz’s camp in the late afternoon. There was no sign left of the Apaches, their fires and hoofprints and droppings hidden under the blown snow.

	The wagon train waited through the night before pushing on towards the way station.

	Hawk took the opportunity to question the villagers about the pursuit, but when he asked them he met a wall of silence and evasion.

	Santa Maria had been raided by Mimbreño Apaches. The village had fought the indios and killed them. Aguila Roja was killed in the fight, and now his brother, El Cicatriz, sought blood vengeance. But El Cicatriz was killed in the ambush Hawk had arranged; which left the people of Santa Maria free to reach Mantegara.

	Didn’t it?

	Hawk wondered and rode on to the way station.

	 

	There was smoke curling up from the narrow chimney and a few horses stamping snow in the corral. Four looked like stagecoach animals, but the other two seemed like Indian mustangs. Hawk turned back, flagging the wagons to a halt as he rode up to speak with Ortiz.

	‘Be best if we go round,’ he said. ‘Avoid the way station.’ 

	‘Why?’ Ortiz looked surprised. These people haven’t seen a house in days. That one has liquor and walls and heat. Why turn them away?’

	‘I saw two mustangs in the corral. If the Apaches did send a party on ahead of us, they might be waiting there.’

	Ortiz chuckled. ‘Linda Garcia is part Apache, they always have a few mustangs around. It’s nothing to worry about.’

	‘Be best if we went by fast,’ said Hawk. ‘There’s no point to taking risks.’

	‘They’ll want to stop over,’ Ortiz shrugged. ‘Most of them need the rest. We’ll hold it down to a few hours, and be gone by the dawn.’

	‘You’re the boss,’ Hawk grunted. ‘It’s your choice. You lead them in while I scout around.’

	Ortiz nodded and took the wagons forwards in the direction of the way station.

	The same kind of nagging doubt that Hawk felt about the whole journey afflicted him as he studied the lonely buildings. There was nothing he could put a finger on, but the same instinct that kept him alive through Indian raids and ambushes told him something was wrong with the way station. He cursed silently, recognizing the futility of trying to persuade the Mexicans to ride clear of the outpost.

	But if he couldn’t warn them not to go on, he might at least show them the dangers…

	He heeled the black stallion clear of the train and took off on a wide swing to the rear of the buildings.

	The wind had effectively obscured any tracks that might have shown in the frosted ground, and there was no clear sign of Apaches to the west and north of the way station. Hawk circled round the buildings and reached the corral. There was still no sign. But still the prickling sense of danger remained.

	He walked the stallion over to the outbuildings and tethered the animal, leaving it to chomp on the hay stacked in the manger built out from the wall of the tack room. Then he drew the Meteor shotgun and paced over to the rear wall.

	The wagons were drawing closer as he saw the marks of knives and tomahawks on the wood of the shutters. Most were obscure, for El Cicatriz had planned his trap well, allowing time for drifting snow and settling ice to cover the cuts. Hawk spotted them and opened his mouth to shout a warning. Then he realized that the Apaches must have left men outside the building: which meant they would open fire if he warned the Mexicans. He closed his mouth and eased a shutter open.

	He climbed inside, dropping over the sill into a room divided by a thick blanket strung from a rope so that a narrow bunk was cut off from a wider bed. He eased the blankets clear of the largest bed and saw blood on the sheets.

	He cocked the Meteor.

	 

	Arturo Ortiz opened the front door. Three men with rifles accompanied him. The wagons shifted to a double line that flanked the frontage of the way station.

	Hawk came out of the bedroom into the passage connecting the room with the front of the building.

	And three Apaches dropped from the rafters as three more sprang up from the storm cellar that opened on the forward area.

	Hawk fired without thinking. It was pure reflex action: the result of trained senses reacting to tension. A swathe of ought-ought shot blasted from the muzzle of the sawed-off scattergun, the weight of pellets hitting the falling men in the legs and backs, and those rising from the cellar in the head. The Apaches screamed. The three posted overhead found their legs torn away into bloody ribbons that dropped them on to agonized stumps, the pain of their wounds forcing them to let go their weapons as blood pulsed from shattered knees and bleeding buttocks.

	The braves emerging from the cellar felt the weight in their eyes and chests and necks. The first man out was stripped clear of facial flesh by the first discharge of Hawk’s shotgun. He screamed and dropped his Spencer carbine as his head exploded around him, spraying tatters of skin over the others.

	Hawk laughed and thumbed a fresh cartridge into the Meteor.

	Then he bellied out to point the gun down the hole of the storm cellar. The Apaches had slipped back into the false safety of the vault. Hawk fired again, then three times more. And the spraying slugs bounced around the cellar and ripped through the Indians until they were dead.

	Above, like a frightened puppet, Arturo Ortiz staggered back.

	The men with him fired methodically, killing the Indians screaming across the floor.

	The way station got filled up with powder smoke and the stink of dying. The villagers on the wagons began to scream.

	Hawk reloaded the shotgun as he ran for the door, shouting at the Mexicans to check the rear of the way station. He got out on to the porch and met a crowd of shrieking women. As he shouldered a way through them the crackling blast of gunfire roared out from the far side of the wagons. Hawk dropped to one knee, peering under the tail of the nearest vehicle. Across the snow, riding hard from the south, was a line of yelling Apaches. The gunfighter cursed as he recognized the trap El Cicatriz had set. Then cursed the obduracy of the villagers in not listening to his warnings.

	The Indians drew closer, mistaking the fire from inside the station, and the ensuing panic, for indication that the trap had worked.

	Hawk stood up and spun round. Behind him, he heard Manuela scream as he ran for his horse. A cold, black humor gripped him as he realized the girl thought he was deserting them. He ignored her: the demands of the moment set automatic priorities in his mind, the priorities of survival. Get the Winchester first. Then shelter the horse. Then locate a fighting position, which must mean organizing the panicked Mexicans into a fighting force.

	He reached the black stallion and snatched the carbine clear of the saddle boot. In the same movement he tore the reins loose and began to drag the nervous horse over to the shelter of the smithy. He manhandled the beast inside and grabbed a foreleg, throwing his shoulder hard against the stallion’s ribs. The big horse went over with an angry scream, dropping on its side with rolling eyes and jerking limbs. Hawk wrapped the reins around both forelegs. Saw a length of rope on the wall and used it to bind the hind legs. The stallion did its best to kick him, but he left it safely on the ground of the smithy and ran back to the wagons.

	The Apaches were closing in now, and several of the male villagers had followed their women into the way station. Juan Ortiz was trying to organize a defense, recognizing the danger of losing transport in the winter-clad wastes. Hawk ran to join him.

	A horse screamed and began to kick against the traces as two arrows flowered like bloody roses from its flanks. Its panic communicated to the other members of the team and they plunged clear of the line, thundering out across the Apaches’ charge. A volley of arrows and rifle fire echoed through the twilight. The right-hand leader went down coughing blood and dragging the other horses into a tangle of flailing limbs that was swiftly pierced with shafts. The wagon skidded on the ice, piling into the rear-runners and tipping over on its side.

	Three more teams, deserted by their owners, followed suit. And each one died.

	Hawk swung into the seat of the Ortiz wagon, surprised to see Manuela still crouched at the tail and firing a Winchester. Juan came running up, suddenly willing to listen to Hawk: ‘What do we do?’

	‘Where’s your horse?’ The American lashed the team to a stumbling trot as he spoke, driving the animals round the way station so that the Ortiz wagon began the curve of a U-shaped defense. Arrows plucked through the canvas of the cover.

	‘I don’t know,’ shouted Juan. ‘I let it go.’

	Hawk eased the team to a stop and set the brake. ‘Find it!’ He jumped down from the seat, levering the Winchester before his feet hit the ground. ‘Get all the horses you can inside the wagons.’

	Juan nodded and ran back down the line.

	Hawk sprang clear of the team and fired twice at the Apaches. Two warriors tumbled from their ponies. He ran round to the back and shouted for Manuela to climb clear. The girl shook her head and went on firing.

	Hawk was about to drag her loose when a runaway Mimbreño came out in front of the charge and levelled a lance on his belly. He lifted the Winchester, firing from hip height. And saw the Indian lifted clear of his saddle with most of his stomach streaming out through his back.

	Then the mustang plunged through the line of wagons and struck Hawk. The gunfighter was levering the carbine as the blood-crazed animal came through. Its plunging head rammed against his face, then its knees struck his chest, and he felt the drumming of unshod hooves as he fell back and went away to a distant land that was very black and filled up with the noise of gunfire and pounding hooves and pain.

	As the riderless mustang stamped over Hawk a second horseman came in, snatching Manuela Ortiz clear of the wagon so that Hawk was left with one final impression: of a scarred face that was cut from right temple to the lower side of the chin.

	After that there was nothing but blackness.



	
Chapter Eleven

	FIRE REPLACED THE darkness as his eyes opened; and the sound of crying took the place of hoofbeats.

	‘They took Manuela,’ Ortiz said. ‘And the priest.’

	Hawk sat up.

	Then rubbed his hands over his face as sparking memories of the hooves pounded through his skull. Someone passed him a jug of water: he drank half and poured the remainder over his head. He opened his eyes. And saw a ring of faces staring at him.

	‘I said he was no good. This proves it.’

	He recognized Juan’s voice and shook his head. The movement lanced fresh shards of pain through his skull.

	‘What happened?’ he asked. ‘Show me.’

	Willing hands dragged him to his feet, lurching him out to the front of the way station where thirteen wagons smoldered into ruin. As many teams were dead, and then some. There were fifteen Apache corpses.

	‘Coffee?’

	It was a plea.

	It was brought and he drank it. Four mugs that did something to drag the scattered remnants of his mind back together. He stood up and stumbled over to the door. Concussion still danced bells around his head, but he made his way to the smithy and loosed the black stallion from its bindings. The big horse climbed to its feet, snorting disgust.

	Hawk led it out into the corral and left it cropping oats as he stumbled back into the way station.

	‘How many wagons left?’

	‘Eleven. But not all of them have teams.’ Ortiz’s voice was cold and angry.

	Hawk rubbed his eyes, forcing his mind to fight clear of the numbing throb of the mustang’s hooves. ‘So get everyone together and load them in the wagons left. Move out now.’ 

	‘What about Manuela and the priest?’ Ortiz demanded. ‘Will you leave them?’

	‘We don’t stop for stragglers,’ grunted Hawk. ‘Remember? You agreed to that.’

	Ortiz swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing over the open collar of his shirt. ‘She’s my daughter. I’d pay for her to be brought back.’

	Hawk drank more coffee and climbed to his feet. ‘How much?’

	‘Another thousand?’ Ortiz’s eyes got damp at the thought. ‘Will you find her?’

	‘If I can,’ said Hawk. ‘For a second thousand dollars that sounds like a good deal.’

	 

	The wagons got organized again, those families bereft of transport taking rides with the others. They were overloaded, more horses killed than wagons were ruined, so that the final cavalcade consisted of only nine vehicles, the whole remuda lost to the Indians.

	In a way it was a benefit to Hawk: if the Apaches were herding horses, they would leave clear tracks now that the snow had stopped. And it took Juan off his back, for he put the young Mexican in charge of the wagon train as he rode away after Manuela and the priest.

	 

	The tracks went off to the south. They were easy to follow because a large concentration of animals had plunged deep runnels through the softening ice, and a high, clear moon was rising into the sky, shadowing the tracks with clear pools of darkness.

	Hawk followed them until the dark lip of an arroyo showed across his path. It cut clear across the trail, disappearing into darkness that evaded the splintering light of the moon.

	He followed the tracks over the rim, riding slowly, with the Winchester cocked and ready in his right hand. The trail left by the Apaches wound down over the edge and then ran along a wide traverse before reaching the bottom of the gulch. The ground there was still frosted, thick with underlaying ice and a top cover of freezing snow. It was broken up by the hooves of many horses.

	Hawk paused, then rode up the far side of the arroyo, turning to follow the depression as it wandered eastwards. Two miles down it split into a series of narrow cuts that faded away, fan-like, in a multitude of directions. The widest gulch curved off to the south, pointing towards a shallow ridge. Hawk reined in and clambered down the side of the gulch on foot. The tracks were clearly discernible here, the ground cover churned up as the escaping Indians and their captured horses were forced to ride a narrower path. The gulch seemed to angle directly towards the hills, and when Hawk climbed back to the rim he thought he saw the faint glow of fires against the distant rock.

	He mounted the black stallion and rode hard towards the light.

	The night got clearer and colder, the sounds of the stallion’s hooves echoing horribly loud as they clopped through the covering of frost and ice. Midnight passed and the pure chill of the early morning gripped the prairie. The swirling mists of the false dawn rose up wraith-like about Hawk’s figure, layering his coat with a glittering sheen of moisture. Then full dawn burst over the eastern sky, rising blood-red from the horizon to band the heavens with gold and crimson and translucent blue. Ahead, the ridge was rimmed with a reddish silver color that faded to black along the down slopes.

	Hawk reined in, conscious of his exposed position on the snow-covered plain. As the light filtered over the edge of the distant Sierra Madre range he took the black stallion down into the gulch and heeled the animal to a fast trot through the ploughed-up snow.

	By the time the sun had risen above the mountains he was dose enough to the ridge that he felt it better to move in on foot. He dismounted and led the horse down the gulch with his eyes scanning the slopes for sign of movement. He reached a place where the arroyo spread out into a series of minor branches and hobbled the stallion far enough down the driest split that a casual rider would not see the animal. He opened his saddlebags and doled out a measure of oats, spreading the grain dose to a still-running freshet. Then he moved forwards on foot.

	The sun was risen higher now, slanting along the face of the ridge so that the sheer diffs that made up its northernmost frontage were lit with glistening light. Along the rock face there were deep pockets of shadow where the tendrils of the arroyo bled out from the stone. Most were little more than clefts, barely wide enough to allow a man entry, but one was wide as a wagon. Easily wide enough for three horses to enter abreast.

	Hawk headed for that one.

	He got up to the lip and halted, listening. There was the sound of voices from farther in. Mostly the rumble of Apache gutturals, but interspersed with screams that might have come from a man or a woman: it was impossible to tell. He waited, checking the ground ahead and above.

	The bulk of the split was still swathed in shadow, though the upper edges were becoming light as the sun rose higher, reaching a point in the sky where it could shine into the gulch. As best he could tell there were no Apaches posted along the split, so he began to cat-foot through, every nerve tensed for indication of danger.

	When he reached the farther end he saw that the gulch opened out on a recessed canyon. Like a great bowl pressed down against the ground supporting the ridge, the canyon spread out a three-hundred yards distance in all directions. It was like an enormous dish, the base thick with winter grass that was protected from the wind by the walls of rock. A spring burst from the east wall, disappearing into a wide hole at the foot of the cliffs. The rocks went up several hundred feet on all sides, the sole entry points being that which Hawk had used and a second, wider, gap in the southern wall.

	Around thirty Apache lodges occupied the center of the depression, lines of horses tethered outside each wickiup. There was a corral of thornbush and sage off to one side, containing spare animals, amongst which Hawk recognized many from the remuda and wagon train.

	But the focus of interest was the curious wooden structure built on the north side of the camp. The grass was flatter there, and stamped down to a kind of parade ground several yards wide and more in length. At the end closest to Hawk’s position there was a framework in the shape of a cross tilted over to form an “X”.

	The priest, stripped of his vestments, was lashed to the cross-members at wrists, ankles, waist and chest, so that he hung rigid on the frame. At the far end of the grass runway three Apaches sat their ponies, grinning as they hefted lances and called insults at the priest.

	A row of onlookers flanked one side of the runway, mostly men, but interspersed with about twenty women.

	Hawk recognized the only one he knew.

	Manuela was seated between two warriors. One was a brave Hawk had never seen before, the other was El Cicatriz. Both men cradled Winchester rifles in their arms, and were grinning at the trembling figure of the naked priest. Manuela was wearing the same blue dress she had on when she gave Hawk the muffler, but now her wrists were tied back behind her and her face was streamed with tears, the eyes closed and her mouth moving in a silent prayer.

	El Cicatriz reached out to grasp a handful of her thick auburn hair, yanking it back so that the pain opened her eyes as the Apache chief waved his left hand to start the horsemen.

	Manuela and the priest screamed together as the riders erupted their ponies into a furious gallop.

	The lances came down, angling on the priest’s face, the feathers and scalps hung about the shafts fluttering in the wind of their passage. The horsemen drove straight at the twitching body of the fat man, screaming war-cries as they zeroed in. The priest lost his voice and began to mouth silent prayers as his bowels opened to spill a double stream of fear over the ground. The Apaches laughed.

	And then three lances hit their target. One struck the crosspiece holding the priest’s left wrist, the second the limb binding his right. The third lance angled between his legs, digging into the ground as the rider turned his pony to leave the shaft stuck deep in the soil, springing forwards under the shock to vibrate savagely against the face and belly and genitals of the pinioned man.

	El Cicatriz shouted a fresh order and five warriors stepped forwards. This time they carried bows. The chief shouted again and the archers loosed their arrows. Three struck the wood of the cross, but two hit the priest. One tore into the Mexican’s left palm, pinning his hand against the wood, while the other gouged a hole through his right thigh and hung, point and feathers, from either side of his leg as the crowd shouted its disapproval.

	Hawk began to move into the canyon, using the available cover and the interest of the Apaches in their sport to hide his movements. As he moved down three more braves stepped forwards.

	El Cicatriz called out again and three tomahawks whirled through the air. One struck the cross dose enough that its edge cut a narrow sliver of flesh from the priest’s left hand. The second hit an inch dear of his right. The third split the lance between the man’s legs and imbedded in the wood directly beneath his crotch, carving a jagged line down his scrotum.

	Incongruously, the priest’s member became erect. A heavy spurt of urine jetted from his penis and he opened his mouth to allow the fear-spawned vomit to dribble from his lips. A squaw hawked laughter and ran forwards with a small skinning knife clutched in her hand. The priest screamed, writhing almost upright against his bonds as the squaw darted away with a bloody length of meat still spraying in her hands.

	El Cicatriz stood up and waved the others forwards. In seconds the priest was hidden under a wash of bodies, like angry surf, each wave tipped with a glittering knife-blade that roiled down and then washed clear with blood staining the metal.

	Hawk got down to the floor of the canyon and waited, crouched behind a boulder as El Cicatriz yanked Manuela to her feet and took her off to a wickiup at the center of the camp. When he risked a look he saw the Indians wandering back to their lodges. The priest was still on the cross, but now his eyes and genitals were gone, his stomach was slit open to dribble entrails over the ground; his fingers were hacked away, and a child was tossing his nose like a toy. The body was no longer recognizable as human: it was just a carcass.

	The Apaches went about their business, feeding ponies or preparing food. Hawk waited.

	He waited through the day, licking moisture from the rocks and holding himself awake by the sheer determination of his will.

	Night fell and fires got stoked up inside the canyon, the glow of the flames and the odors of cooking reminding Hawk of the cold and the hunger gnawing at his gut.

	He waited…

	Waited until it was full dark and the fires glowed bright.

	Then he moved forwards…

	 

	He moved around the edge of the canyon until he was level with the corral. A single guard was posted there, a youth whose neck broke dean and soft as Hawk stood up and hooked the Winchester under his chin, lifting a knee against the boy’s spine to grant traction for the vicious, backwards tug of the carbine.

	He lowered the corpse to the ground and slid under the containing ring of spikey thorns.

	The mustangs stamped nervously, sensing the presence of a stranger, but the horses taken from the remuda recognized the familiar smell and stayed quiet, allowing him to cut two animals loose and hitch them against the barricade. He eased the gate away and planted handfuls of shotgun cartridges on either side. The war-trained ponies stayed within the confines of the corral as Hawk slithered out, bellying over the ground towards the tent where El Cicatriz and Manuela lay.

	He was, in a way, lucky to be crawling through a war camp, for usually the Apaches would have had dogs wandering about to give the alarm should an intruder enter. Here, the warriors relied on their ponies-and Hawk’s scent was now mingled with that of the animals in the corral. He reached the rear of El Cicatriz’s wickiup and paused in the shadows.

	From the center of the camp firelight danced shadows back over the lodges. The smell of cooking filled the air, accompanied by the cries of the women and the few children brought along. He crouched down, one ear pressed to the edge of the lodge.

	There was the sound of movement.

	The thud of the opening flap slapping back against the frame.

	He thrust the barrel of the Winchester between the rawhide and the earth and levered a gap wide enough that he could roll through.

	Manuela Ortiz stared at him with her mouth open and her eyes wide. Across the lodge a squaw got ready to scream. Hawk moved faster. He rolled clear of the gap and lifted up from his knees with the Winchester stabbing forwards to take the squaw in the throat. The blow drove the woman’s Adam’s apple backwards into her windpipe, clogging her cry in the knot of dislodged cartilage. Her mouth opened wide, emitting a whistle of air as her eyes bulged and her tongue began to extend past her discolored teeth. Hawk ended her agony by the simple expedient of smashing the stock of the carbine against her chin, then bringing it back down against her neck as he braced her skull on his knee. The force of the blow broke her neck, smashing her head loose from the confines of her spine so that it dangled at a crazy angle when he lowered her corpse to the floor.

	Manuela gagged and pressed both hands to her face.

	‘Let’s go,’ Hawk whispered, passing her the Winchester. ‘We don’t have very long.’

	Manuela stared at him through outspread fingers. ‘Leave me. You’re no different to the Indians,’ she said. ‘You’re all killers.’

	‘Yeah,’ Hawk grunted. ‘Only difference is I won’t rape you and pass you on.’

	‘No?’ The girl shook her head. ‘Won’t you?’

	Hawk began to say, ‘No’, but then the flap of the wickiup opened and El Cicatriz came through. He wore knee-high moccasins and a breech-clout. His chest was covered with a tattered shirt that had once belonged to a sergeant of the 9th Cavalry Regiment. It was mostly hidden under a bearskin cloak that hampered the chiefs movements as he tried to reach the Remington Cavalry pistol slung loose on his left hip.

	Hawk lifted up in a dive that sent lances of pain down his leg and rammed his head into the Mimbreño’s midriff. He got both hands around El Cicatriz’s thighs, forcing the weight out from under the knees so that the Apache fell back, landing inside the wickiup.

	Hawk lifted his arms clear of the falling body and smashed his elbows down and together against the Apache’s face. El Cicatriz grunted. Hawk rolled clear and drew the Meteor.

	He cocked the shotgun and stuck the muzzle tight against El Cicatriz’s neck. Then he took hold of the collar and dragged the Apache to his feet.

	‘You will be killed. They won’t let you go.’

	El Cicatriz sounded convincing.

	‘Let’s try it,’ snarled Hawk. ‘Let’s see. And remember: you go first. By a head.’

	He adjusted the aim of the Meteor so that the heavy gun rested against the Apache war chiefs temple.

	Then he turned and called for Manuela to follow him. ‘Stay close,’ he said. ‘Right behind me. Don’t move away, no matter what happens.’

	He walked the chief clear of the lodge, going out into the fire-lit center of the camp. There was a sudden hush; immediately followed by a roar of noise. Hawk lifted his arm, making clear the fact of the shotgun pressed against El Cicatriz’s face. The Indians fell quiet.

	Hawk felt Manuela’s arms around him as he backed past the lodges to the corral. They felt good, almost making up for the ominous presence of the warriors pacing his footsteps with drawn bows and cocked rifles.

	He reached the corral and swung round to block the opening.

	‘There’s two horses on the right. Can you ride one?’

	‘Sí. Es lento.’

	‘Good. Get up and then bring the other round. Slowly.’

	‘You won’t make it,’ said El Cicatriz. ‘You’ll die.’

	‘After you,’ Hawk rasped.

	He held the chief with the threat of the scattergun pressed tight against his face as the wary Apaches came forwards.

	Manuela brought the ponies round and Hawk swung astride. He kept hold of El Cicatriz’s collar as he mounted, motioning for the Apache to crawl over the horse’s shoulders as he held the shotgun pressed tight to the chiefs head.

	He went out from the corral and waited for Manuela to follow him. The girl rode her horse up close, skirts hiked high to expose a length of brown thigh.

	Hawk grinned and said, ‘Ready?’ She nodded and he said, ‘Go fast when I fire.’

	Then he swung round, slinging the shotgun to his left hand as he drew the Colt and pumped bullets to the right and left of the corral.

	Flame exploded from the cartridges he had left there, blasting up into the dried-out thorn as the impact of the .45 shells ignited the loads of black powder and ought-ought shot. Twin columns of fire danced against the sky, accompanied by the heavy blasts of the pellets imbedded in the earth so that their detonation was magnified and spread out on a wide trajectory.

	Hawk drove his heels hard against the flanks of his horse, urging the beast through the ring of watching Apaches as Manuela followed him out and the Indians backed away from the panicked horses that surged clear of the corral through the only opening available.

	The stampeded herd drove out and on to the camp, screaming as the burning thorns and exploding cartridges flashed against fetlocks and flanks. They ran wild, tearing over warriors and women and running on to bring lodges down into ruin.

	No one fired at Hawk or Manuela, too afraid of hitting El Cicatriz, and more worried about catching the animals that were their life. Hawk rode clear, leading the girl through the arroyo to where the black stallion was waiting.

	He dismounted there and hauled the Apache chief to the ground.

	He checked Manuela’s horse and turned back to El Cicatriz.

	The shotgun pointed down at the Indian’s face. Hawk smiled.

	‘You got a prayer, you better say it.’

	‘Silver.’ The horribly scarred face twisted to a semblance of a smile. ‘La plata. Muy plata.’

	Hawk shrugged. ‘I don’t understand. You got no silver.’

	El Cicatriz nodded and began to speak in faltering English, interspersed with Mexican.

	‘Sí. Muy plata. In the hills. Above Santa Maria. Muy plata. That is why the Mexicanos killed my brother. To get the silver. They killed my brother for the silver. Because he would not let them dig it out.’

	‘You lie!’ Hawk rammed the shotgun tight against the Apache’s face. ‘There is no silver.’

	El Cicatriz went on grimacing. ‘There is. It is there in the hills. Aguila Roja would not let them dig it, so they killed him. Him and all his rancheria. That is why I brought the people together.’

	Hawk looked up at Manuela, his eyes asking the question. The girl nodded. ‘Sí. It is true. My father found the lode and wanted to build a mine. The indios refused him permission, so he killed them. All of them. Like El Cicatriz told you.’

	‘The hell!’ Hawk took the scattergun away from the Apache’s face. ‘You lied to me all the way.’

	‘My father ordered me to do it,’ said Manuela. ‘I never wanted to kill the indios, nor lie to you. But my father and the priest ordered us—ordered me—to obey them.’

	‘A mine,’ Hawk rasped. ‘A rotten, goddam mine. And I got shafted.’



	
Chapter Twelve

	AS THE FULL story emerged Hawk’s anger grew in proportion. In the main his fury was directed at Arturo Ortiz for lying to him, but a part was aimed at himself for falling so easily for the Mexican’s story. Now he understood why the villagers had been so reticent about the Apache raids, and why El Cicatriz had been so determined to stop the people of Santa Maria reaching the safety of Mantegara.

	And two additional factors stoked the flames of his rage.

	One was the affection he recognized for Manuela. It went deeper than lust; was, perhaps, love. And that rankled, for the girl had been party to the massive deception, had known all along about the silver Which meant that she—as much as her father—was responsible for fooling Hawk. That hurt. Not just his pride, but something deeper, something he was barely able to define.

	The second factor was his word. He had agreed to escort the villagers through to Mantegara, had accepted Ortiz’s offer of one thousand dollars for the job. And now that his word was given he felt a personal debt of honor which contrasted violently with the disgust he felt for the Mexican’s deception.

	Hawk’s life had never been honorable in the romantic sense of the word, but nor had he ever gone back on a promise. If a man had hired him to do a job, he had done it, whether it meant skinning a mule team through to a beleaguered fort in the Dakotas or killing a wanted outlaw or fighting a range war. When Hawk agreed to do a job, he delivered. No matter what.

	Now that whole fragile concept was threatened by Ortiz’s deception. Hawk had given his word to bring the villagers through to safety. If he went back on that he knew that he could no longer live easily with his own conscience. Yet if he did, he was accepting the deception—and consequently reducing his opinion of himself.

	He stared at El Cicatriz, still holding the Meteor against the scarred face of the Apache war chief as he recalled something the man who gave him the gun had once said…

	 

	A man called John T. McLain …

	A gunfighter getting old … Which meant he was better than most …

	Until he got killed …

	“Life ain’t kind, Jared. It does you no favors, except those you take for yourself. Taking them’s easy, but afterwards, you gotta live with yourself. Don’t ever do a thing you’ll be ashamed of. Whatever you believe in, you stick to it. Don’t let no one steer you away, because if you do you won’t like yourself much. And the man who don’t like hisself ain’t worth a poor goddam to anyone else.”

	John T. had died living up to that maxim, and the young Jared Hawk had inherited his gunbelt and the shotgun and the philosophy. And tried to live up to the thought ever since.

	 

	Now it was difficult.

	‘I gave my word,’ he said. ‘I promised to get them to Mantegara.’

	‘You did well.’ El Cicatriz eased up on his elbows. ‘But now you know the truth. You fought well. Not many of the pinda-lick-oyi could have fought my warriors so long or so hard. You owe them nothing because they lied to you.’

	Hawk nodded and stared at the fresh sun that was beginning to show its light over the rimrock.

	‘So let me go,’ said El Cicatriz. I grant you and the woman passage through our lands. Ride away with her. Leave me to settle the debts of blood.’

	It was a tempting proposition, but Hawk shook his head.

	‘I can’t. I gave my word.’

	‘To a liar. To a village of liars and killers.’

	‘I still gave my word.’

	… You give your word an’ you best stick to it. Man as goes back on his promise ain’t worth goat shit to no one. Stick by it, ‘cause otherwise you’ll end up wonderin’ which end of you tells the truth. The speakin’ part or the crappin’ hole. An’ no one will trust you. Least of all yourself…

	‘I have to do it,’ he said. ‘I have to take them through to Mantegara.’

	‘Then kill me.’ El Cicatriz eased back against the cold ground. ‘Pull the trigger and end your problems.’

	Hawk shook his head. ‘No. I’ll let you go. I’ll make a bargain with you: leave the wagon train alone and I’ll send Ortiz to you.’

	Manuela screamed softly, and Hawk heard several dreams evaporate on the dawn air.

	‘That won’t end the problem,’ said the Apache. The silver will be there still.’

	‘The villagers mostly want their farms,’ said Hawk. ‘Ortiz was the one who found the lode.’

	‘You’ll really send him to us? Give him to me?’ El Cicatriz sounded doubtful.

	Hawk nodded. ‘Sure. The bastard lied to me. Now I’ll lie to him.’

	In emphasis of his point he lowered the hammer of the Meteor and eased the shotgun clear of the Apache’s face.

	El Cicatriz stood up.

	‘The woman?’ He pointed at Manuela. ‘She will tell them of your plan.’

	Hawk shrugged, letting that part of his mind that governed immediate action override the tugging of emotion.

	‘Keep her. I’ll trade her for her father.’

	El Cicatriz nodded. ‘You trust me, then?’

	‘You harm her,’ said Hawk, ‘in any way at all, and I’ll kill you.’

	The Mimbreño chief nodded. ‘I believe you. I’ll not harm her. I’ll trade her for her father when the wagon train reaches Mantegara. Until then, it will not be attacked.’

	‘Stick to that,’ Hawk said, ‘or you’re dead.’

	He took the shotgun away and holstered the weapon. Manuela screamed as El Cicatriz lifted her across the panting horse. An explosion of curses burst from her lips as her dress tore clear of her breasts to expose twin mounds of flesh that thrust dark nipples hard into the cold air.

	Hawk shrugged and mounted the black stallion.

	‘Mantegara,’ he said. ‘Keep her safe.’

	‘Mantegara,’ said the Apache. ‘I will.’

	 

	Hawk rode back down the line of the ridge, angling his path to coincide with the passage of the wagon train.

	The land was warmer now that the howling norther had ceased its lashing, and the snow was melting under the soft tongue of a southern breeze. The day was almost warm, and he unfastened his coat as he rode along the edge of the ridge.

	His thoughts were somber, compounded of the anger he felt towards Ortiz and a bitter regret for the inevitable loss of Manuela. Whatever relationship might have grown between them was now gone irretrievably. The girl might have accepted the shooting of her brother had she understood that the fight was of Juan’s making, but she would never accept the callous sacrifice of her father, no matter what reasons Hawk gave. He recognized that he was conjuring specters of possibility from a nebulous basis, that whatever dimly-felt hopes he might have entertained had never been anything more than wishes, unclear even to himself. And yet there remained that empty feeling of loss.

	He shrugged, pushing the thoughts from his conscious mind as he concentrated on his next move. With his customary pragmatism he refused to allow himself to dwell on useless wonderings: Manuela was gone, his immediate problem was now to explain her absence to Ortiz and find a way to take the Mexican out of Mantegara and hand him over to the Apaches. And before he made the exchange he was determined to secure his full payment. That, inevitably, must mean the completion of the journey. He drove his heels viciously into the stallion’s ribs, provoking a snort of surprise from the black horse as it sprang to a fast gallop.

	He followed the line of the hills northwards until the rock began to slant down, the sheer face of the cliff becoming broken by scree where time and the elements had eroded the basic material. It was mid-morning before he reached a section of the ridge sufficiently fallen down that he was able to locate a suitable crossing point, and then he was slowed by the climb up the slope, dismounting several times to lead the stallion across the worst sections. Noon passed as he topped the incline and started across the plain beyond. Off in the distance a meandering smudge showed darkly against the slushy ground, indicating the position of the remaining wagons. Hawk steered the tired horse down the slope, urging it to an easy canter as they reached the flat ground.

	The day grew darker as he dosed on the train, the brightness of the early sun giving way to a bank of gloomy gray cloud that blew up from the south with a moist threat of rain. Afternoon faded into early evening, and by the time he caught up with the wagons full darkness was settling over the landscape.

	Hawk shouted a greeting as he came up on the tail end of the column, wary of collecting a panicked bullet from some nervous guard. A hoarse yell answered him, and two riders emerged from the gloom. He heard someone call out, ‘E1 pistolero Americano.’ and Ortiz’s anxious reply: ‘Y Manuela?’

	‘Solo!’ came the answer.

	He rode past the wagons, aware of the faces that peered in his direction, the voices babbling questions and comments.

	He reined in as he drew level with the leading wagon, matching his pace to that of the slower-moving vehicles.

	‘Manuela?’ Ortiz looked haggard. ‘Where is she?’

	‘The Apaches got her.’ said Hawk. ‘They’re holed up in a canyon. I couldn’t get close enough to bring her out.’

	Ortiz’s swarthy face lost its color as he digested the lie. ‘She is dead?’

	‘Alive.’ Hawk shook his head. ‘They killed the priest.’

	‘¡Madre de Dios! I wish they had killed Manuela.’

	‘You failed!’ Juan rode back from the point, his eyes accusing. ‘You left her,’

	‘I didn’t have no choice.’ In a way it was true. There was nothing else I could do.’

	Juan sneered. ‘You saved your own skin. I’ll go back. There are enough men who still have the cojones to rescue my sister.’ 

	‘You try that,’ said Hawk evenly, ‘and you’ll guarantee her death. There’s upwards of twenty braves back there. We don’t have enough horses left to mount that many men.’

	‘We can use the wagon teams.’ Juan gestured at the tired animals. ‘We can ride them.’

	The cavalcade had drawn to a halt and the teams, close to exhaustion from the effort of hauling the overloaded vehicles, were standing with their heads drooping, their flanks matted with sweat.

	‘How far d’you think you’d get?’ asked Hawk. ‘Those animals are worn out. Besides, you try hitting the Indians an’ they’ll slit her throat when they hear you coming.’

	‘He’s right,’ sighed Ortiz. ‘All we can do is push on to Mantegara. Perhaps the federales will send a patrol.’

	Juan spat. ‘I still say the gringo left her. I should have gone with him.’

	‘Juan!’ His father’s voice stopped the young man’s insults. ‘He tried. Do you think he would have given up a thousand dollars so easily?’

	The youngster glowered for a moment. ‘When we reach Mantegara I will find men with blood in their veins and go back for her.’

	‘You do that,’ grunted Hawk. ‘But the blood’ll be coming out of her veins.’

	 

	It was a miserable camp, the Mexicans still recovering from the slaughter at the way station and now shocked further by the loss of the priest and Manuela. They drew the wagons into a tight circle and lit a series of small fires. Hawk posted guards as though still anticipating trouble from the Indians; indeed, he was not certain that El Cicatriz would hold to his side of the bargain.

	The villagers were silent, the quiet broken only by the cries of the wounded and the voices of the guards as they called to one another around the reduced perimeter of the defensive ring. Hawk welcomed the silence, eating alone with only his thoughts for company. He set the roster of watches so that he would take the dawn guard duty, and spread his blanket close to the Ortiz wagon.

	He buttoned his coat and stretched out on the damp bed, settling his hat over his face and then folding his hands across the Winchester resting on his lean belly.

	A shadow blocked the firelight and he tilted the Stetson back, looking up at Arturo Ortiz.

	The Mexican hunkered down beside the American.

	‘Is there a chance? Of getting Manuela back, I mean.’

	Hawk sniffed, the cold rage that had gripped him since El Cicatriz had told him of the silver shifting close to boiling point. He felt like telling Ortiz the truth and then killing the man. But he had given his word.

	‘I reckon,’ He held his voice deliberately low, forcing himself to remain calm. They might be willing to trade. Let’s get the wagons to Mantegara, then figure out a way to work it.’

	Ortiz nodded. ‘I’d trade anything to get her back. Anything at all.’

	You will, Hawk thought. You’ll trade everything you have.

	He said, ‘It might cost you. But there’s nothing we can do until we reach the town. Leave it for now. Just concentrate on getting through.’

	Ortiz nodded, seeming slightly relieved. He stood up and moved away inside the wagon. You bastard! Hawk thought. You goddam, lying, two-faced bastard. You rotten, cheating sonofabitch. I’ll enjoy watching your face when I give you to El Cicatriz. He slid the hat back over his face and allowed a cold smile to curve his mouth. Had the expression been visible to the Mexican, Ortiz might have noticed the resemblance to a snarl. Hawk savored the thought of revenge and drifted into sleep.

	Rain woke him, the soft pattering of the falling water splashing on to the slushy ground and soaking his trousers and coat. He was instantly alert, sitting up with his left hand reaching instinctively to wipe the moisture from the breech of the Winchester. The sky was gray, becoming lighter off to the east, though above and to the west it remained a deep black. He dragged a hand over his face and climbed to his feet. Gathered water spilled from his Stetson and he tugged a poncho clear of his saddle, settling the square of waterproofed cloth around his shoulders. Then he rolled his blanket and groundsheet, stowed them on the saddle and slung the leather over the back of the black horse.

	The guard he was due to replace was dozing, leaning against the tongue of a wagon with a Henry carbine cradled in his arms and the rain splashing unnoticed from his shoulders.

	Hawk nudged the man, motioning for him to crawl beneath the wagon to grab what little sleeping time he had left. The eastern edge of the horizon got brighter, the dull yellowish glow becoming pure gold that was followed by a wide band of red. Then, as though cued by some omnipresent controller, the rain stopped and the sun exploded over the edge of the world. Within moments the plain was steaming, the evaporating moisture lanced through with brilliant bands of light that danced in the mist to produce a myriad patterns of bright color. A rainbow cascaded across the sky and for an instant the featureless slush was transformed to a sparkling mirage of red and blue and gold and silver.

	Hawk located a fire that was still glowing bright enough to produce heat and added more wood, blowing on the embers so that the kindling took flame, spitting like a scalded cat as heat fought damp and small streamers of fire sparkled upwards. There was a coffee pot nearby that he lodged over the center of the warmth, waiting until the dregs were bubbling inside before filling a cup. The coffee tasted bitter and old, but it warmed his belly and went a little way towards cheering his soul.

	The camp began to come awake, sleepy-eyed women emerging from the wagons to start the first meal of the new day. Hawk accepted a plate of beans and tortilla, carrying it back to the rim of the wagon circle as he maintained the pretense of impending attack.

	An hour later the wagons were moving out. Their passage was speeded by the drying ground, most of the overlying ice melted away by the warm wind and the rain so that now the rising sun began to bake the plain hard, affording traction for the wheels and hooves. The horses, fed and rested overnight, seemed to sense the end of their long journey and pulled more readily against the traces, shifting the vehicles at a fast lick towards the east.

	Hawk rode out in front, preferring to stay clear of the Mexicans now that he knew their secret. He felt tired and bruised. The dampness of the dawn had started a dull aching in his bruised ribs and a hot, pulsing throb in the wound in his thigh. The arrow hole was clean of poison now, and for some time he had not thought to check it, but the rain seemed to have weakened the healing tissues so that the faster pace-and the residual fatigue of his chase after Manuela-awoke nervous warning from his system. Around noonday he stripped off and checked the wound. The flesh was healing into a puckered hole of reddish flesh, but there was no more sign of poison. He replaced the dressing and studied his torso and midriff. Bluish-black discoloration showed where the mustang had smashed against his ribs and chest. There was a certain amount of stiffness, but no more than he could expect. And not enough that he felt himself impaired.

	He moved on, replacing Juan Ortiz at point.

	The day got brighter and brighter. The wind died away and the sun rose up to fulfil the promise of the dawn. The covering of snow that had clad the plain with white disappeared. So did the slush of its melting. As if the same mystical design that had produced the dawn arid the rainbow were still in action, the flatlands dried out. Flowers sprouted from the cactus plants and a multitude of colors emerged along the edges of the rivulets cut through the ground by the melted snow.

	Hawk’s coat steamed, extruding a damp odor of drying cloth that contrasted with the scent of the cactus flowers and the sweet stink of the horse’s hide.

	No Indians showed as the wagons gathered speed, the horses seeming to sense the end of their journey. They pulled through to the closing of the day, then started up again as willing as when they left Santa Maria.

	The reduced train reached the town late the next evening.

	Mantegara was an old settlement, the houses confined inside the circle of a fifteen-foot wall with gates set into the adobe brickwork at the four points of the compass.

	The western wall was pocked with holes, but the wooden gates looked solid as Hawk led the wagons in, and a high catwalk spanned the upper rim, fading away down the curve of the perimeter with ladders reaching up to the platform running along behind the crenellations of the defensive barrier.

	The town was built on a wheel pattern, circular streets radiating from the central area with cross-set avenues leading to the four gates. Between the main hubs of the major roadways there were smaller alleys, so that the town resembled a spider’s web. The main roads disgorged on a plaza that was ringed with the most important buildings—the Federale station; the alcalde’s office; three cantinas; the stage office, and a solitary hotel.

	Ortiz halted his ragged cavalcade along one side of the plaza and disappeared into the alcalde’s office. Hawk went off to find a stable.

	He located a place just off from the main square and got the black stallion settled in a bay with the promise of a rub-down and a manger of oats, then walked over to join Ortiz.

	He came in on the loose end of an argument …

	 ‘… The problems of Santa Maria do not concern me. If the Indians have chosen to victimize you that is your affair, not mine. What do you expect me to do ? They have not attacked Mantegara. As far as I know, there are no Apaches closer than fifty miles. Besides, they would never dare raid this town. I am sorry, jefe, but there is nothing I can do.’

	Hawk leaned against the wall and listened. He watched Ortiz’s face get dark with anger and wondered if Juan would show his temper and try to force the alcalde into action.

	‘But they have my daughter!’‘ Ortiz’s voice was fraught, harsh with worry. ‘You cannot let her stay there.’

	 ‘I can and will. Do you really expect      me      to send      men out on a venture that might prove fruitless?’

	‘They killed a priest.’

	‘We have two priests here. Much as I love the good fathers I cannot risk men’s lives in a fruitless adventure.’ 

	Ortiz shook his head, his mouth working without any sound emerging. Juan stepped forwards.

	‘You can send a federale patrol out.’

	The alcalde shook his head. ‘No. The federales are not here. A few days ago a bandit called Felipe Morros raided a hacienda. The Army is looking for him now.’

	Hawk cut into the conversation.

	‘Where’d he go?’

	The alcalde looked surprised. ‘He attacked the hacienda Callenez and rode off thirty horses. He also stole thirty pounds of gold. No one knows where he went. That is why the federales are chasing him. Who are you?’

	‘Uno explorador,’ said Ortiz quickly. ‘A guide we hired to bring us through. He helped us against the Apaches.’

	‘He lost my sister,’ snarled Juan. ‘He left her with them.’ 

	Hawk grinned an unpleasant smile. ‘They should have named you Tom, short-ass. You keep sticking your thumb out. And pretty soon it’ll get chopped off.’

	‘By you?’ Juan moved clear of the desk.

	The alcalde fluttered his hands around, shouting for order. Ortiz moved to put his body between Hawk and his son.

	‘No! The Apaches still have Manuela. For God’s sake, don’t fight.’

	‘The gringo doesn’t fight,’ sneered Juan. ‘He just runs.’

	The fine rein Hawk had held on his temper snapped then. His eyes narrowed down and his mouth flattened to a thin, angry line. He turned to Ortiz.

	‘How long before you can pay me?’

	The jefe glanced at the ornate clock on the dirty wall. ‘Tomorrow? When the bank opens. I’ll pay you the thousand we agreed and another if you’ll fetch my daughter back.’

	‘In advance,’ grunted Hawk. ‘I want the money with me when I ride out.’

	Juan began to voice a protest, but his father motioned for him to be quiet.

	‘All right. Two thousand dollars American. Tomorrow morning.’

	Hawk nodded. ‘You got a deal. I’ll bring your daughter back.’ 

	Ortiz let the glimpse of a smile cross his face. ‘A deal then?’ 

	‘A deal. Two thousand American and you get your daughter.’ 

	‘He can’t deliver,’ snarled Juan. ‘He’s bluffing.’

	Ortiz rounded on his son and hit him back-handed across the mouth. ‘He brought us through from Santa Maria. I trust him.’

	Juan swung back, touching his bruised lips. ‘I don’t trust him. I shall kill him tomorrow.’

	‘Promises, promises,’ grinned Hawk. ‘Delivery’s something else.’

	‘I’ll deliver,’ rasped Juan. ‘You stacked the cards wrong this time.’

	‘Piled in spades,’ said Hawk. The ones that’ll cover your grave.’



	
Chapter Thirteen

	THE ARGUMENT CONTINUED as the trio left the alcalde’s office and headed for the nearest cantina. Although the mayor had refused to attempt a rescue of Manuela—and Hawk, at least, accepted the logic of his reasoning-he had arranged accommodation for the refugees. The wagons were moving slowly out of the plaza, each vehicle surrounded by a crowd of questioning townsfolk, many of whom had already agreed to take in some of the survivors. Volunteers were carrying the wounded into the federale station, taking them to the dormitory that was mostly empty while the troops chased Felipe Morros. The two priests were much in evidence, supervising the dispersal of the homeless and the tending of the wounded.

	The cantina was almost empty, the only drinkers two old men and a solitary vaquero with a black patch covering his left eye.

	Ortiz called for tequila and pointed at a table set well apart from the others at the far end of the room. He filled the glasses and turned solemnly to his son.

	‘I am sorry I struck you, Juan.’ The boy glowered, sipping his drink without replying. ‘But surely you can understand my problem.’

	‘1 understand that this great pistolero left my sister with the Apaches,’ grunted the youngster. ‘And that you are ready to give him two thousand dollars.’

	‘One thousand is owed,’ murmured Ortiz. ‘We agreed to pay him that much to bring us through.’

	‘Then pay him that and send him on his way. ‘I’ll find Manuela.’

	Ortiz sighed and stroked the heavy growth of his moustache. His florid face was darkened by exposure to the wind and cold so that the wrinkles lining his forehead and the deep grooves that curved down on either side of his fleshy mouth stood out pale against the weather-tan. He was thinner than before, the excess flesh he had carried in Santa Maria scoured away by danger and fear. His brown eyes were bloodshot, each one underlined by a dark, swollen ring. He no longer looked like the proud jefe of a successful village, his arrogance reduced by the deprivations of the journey and the loss of his daughter. He looked old and tired: a grieving father.

	‘How?’ he asked. ‘How would you find her?’

	‘If the gringo can find her, so can I,’ snarled Juan.

	Ortiz shook his head sadly. ‘Juan, Juan. You are young and proud and as hot-tempered as I was at your age. But Jared has experience you lack. He knows where the indios are camped. He is trained for this kind of work.’

	He glanced at Hawk as though seeking support.

	The gunfighter was leaning back against the wall, listening with only half his mind. The other part of his concentration was focused on the one-eyed vaquero, who seemed more interested in the conversation at the end of the cantina than the excitement outside. That struck Hawk as wrong. As did several other things about the man.

	Life had taught Hawk to make fast assessments of a situation; to gauge the potential of the people around him in the black and white terms of friend or foe. Small things—the kind that a casual observer might well overlook—registered automatically on his mind. Like the fact that the one-eyed man drank with his left hand even though he wore a pistol on his right hip. And that as he raised his glass, his dirty cotton shirt dragged tight against his side to expose the outline of some bulky object resting along his ribs. And that every so often he scratched the back of his neck as though something chafed his skin there. His pants matched the shirt—dirty cotton. But they fell over boots of tooled leather, the fancy patterning indicative of hand-stitching. The paleness of a recently-shaved beard was beginning to fade from his jaw-line and his visible eye flickered from the table where Hawk sat to the door and back again in a constant round of movement.

	‘Is that not true, Jared?’ asked Ortiz.

	‘I guess,’ said Hawk. ‘I’ve handled Indians before.’

	‘You killed a few Apaches,’ sneered Juan. ‘Does that make you an Indian fighter?’

	‘I run up against the Sioux a few times. Cheyenne, too.’ Hawk held his temper in tight check, unwilling to risk losing the promised money. ‘Comanche, Kiowa.’

	Juan emptied his glass and poured a fresh measure. His father topped Hawk’s drink and his own. ‘Listen,’ he said. ‘I want you to understand what I say. Both of you. I want you to promise me you will agree.’

	Hawk shrugged. ‘Let’s hear it.’

	‘You will not fight.’ Ortiz stared at each man in turn. ‘Whatever quarrel you have must be left until Manuela is returned.’ He closed his eyes briefly. ‘Or dead. Until then, leave it. Juan! If you force this fight I shall disclaim you. You will be no longer my son. Nameless. And you, Jared, I shall not pay. I will spend the money hiring men to kill you. Find Manuela and bring her back to me. Is that understood?’

	‘Sure,’ said Hawk, an idea taking shape. ‘But you still owe me one thousand. You pay me that tomorrow and I’ll go try a trade. I go alone, but I’ll come back to explain the details. If the Apaches are willing to make a deal I’ll want the second thousand. Then you both come with me for the change-over.’ He looked at Juan, his dark eyes contemptuous. ‘That way you can make sure I don’t run off with the money and your sister.’

	The young Mexican’s hand clenched tight on his glass, the knuckles whitening. Ortiz reached out to touch his arm, but Juan shrugged the grip away.

	‘All right, gringo. But after?’

	‘We settle our personal business.’

	Juan nodded. His father emptied two glasses in fast succession. Hawk stood up.

	‘Tomorrow, then. At dawn.’

	 

	The wagons were gone from the plaza and the town was getting quiet again. The alcalde’s office was dark, but next door a light burned in the window of the federale station. Hawk went inside. From the rear of the building there came a bustle of activity that seemed to have no effect on the fat sergeant lounging behind the desk. He had the bulk of his stomach propped on the edge so that the fragments of tortilla falling from his lips bounced off the spread of tight-dragged uniform to form a mound on the woodwork.

	‘Buenas noches,’ said Hawk. ‘Tienen uno momento?’

	The sergeant shrugged and stuffed the last of the tortilla into his mouth. He glanced at the crumbs and then licked his fingers, wiping up the remnants before grunting, ‘Sí. ¿Que quiere?’

	‘Felipe Morros,’ Hawk smiled. ‘What does he look like?’ 

	The federale angled his right thumb back across his shoulder in the direction of a poster pinned to the wall. It was printed on cheap paper and the ink had run in several places so that the features of the face depicted were smudged. It was a handsome face even so, a thick moustache running into a luxuriant beard. Hawk stared hard, then began to translate the Spanish of the description: 

	Felipe Morros.

	Wanted for murder, robbery and rape.

	Fancy dresser, known to carry two guns.

	It took longer to calculate the amount of pesetas into dollars and the centimeters into feet and inches, but Hawk worked them out at $1000 American, and six feet one, respectively.

	‘Gracias,’ he said, turning to leave. ‘Adios.’

	‘You won’t catch him, bounty hunter. He’s long gone.’

	‘Maybe,’ said Hawk. ‘Maybe not. We’ll see.’

	‘I say no,’ chuckled the fat man.

	‘And I say aye,’ Hawk murmured. ‘And this time I think the aye has it.’

	He opened the door and stepped out on to the porch. Across the plaza the lights of the hotel beckoned welcomingly, the windows of the restaurant exuding a smell that reminded him of how long it was since he had eaten. He went over and booked a room, then returned to the stable to fetch his saddle-bags and carbine.

	The food was good, a thick vegetable soup that was followed by steak and beans with tacos on the side. He drank a full pot of coffee and then located the bath house. For the better part of one hour he slumped in the tub, enjoying the sensation of the near-boiling water before scrubbing the trail dirt from his body. Then he went to his room and checked the window and the door before stripping off and climbing gratefully into the hard bed. The bath had gone a long way to easing the bruises that still discolored his chest and ribs, and the pain in his leg was completely gone. He slept calmly, the Winchester set on the floor beside the bed, the shotgun set under the sheet beside him, and his Colt comforting to his hand where it lay beneath the pillow.

	He woke as the first hint of light filtered through the shutters, rousing the birds to life. A cockerel split the morning with its strident cry and a dog began to bark. Hawk rose and splashed water over his face and body, shivering in the early chill. He shaved in the water left over, using the cut-throat razor he kept in his saddlebags. He had once heard of a man who used a razor as a weapon, keeping the thing hidden in a pouch at the back of his neck. According to the dying man who had told Hawk the story, the man was capable of drawing the razor and slicing flesh faster than most people could draw a gun. Hawk had contemplated some similar weapon, but then decided the sawed-off Meteor gave him all the edge he needed.

	He dressed and went looking for breakfast.

	 

	Arturo and Juan Ortiz were waiting outside the bank, stamping their feet as their breath clouded through the chilly air. Hawk walked towards them, turning his coat collar up high around his ears. A cold wind blew across the square, swirling a ragged piece of white cloth that had once been part of a woman’s dress and was now stained with old blood.

	‘Buenas dias.’

	Ortiz replied, but Juan kept his mouth closed tight, simply staring at Hawk.

	A tall thin man dressed in a black frock coat and matching pants came hurrying around a corner. He wore gray mittens, rubbing his exposed fingers together and blowing on them before fumbling in his pocket for the door key.

	Thirty minutes later Hawk was folding one thousand dollars in crisp fifty-dollar notes into his coat.

	‘Three days,’ he said. ‘That’s how long it’ll take me to reach the Apaches and get back here. I’ll see you then.’

	‘If not, I’ll come looking for you,’ grunted Juan.

	Hawk looked at the youngster for a moment. Then he turned away and went back to the hotel. He collected his gear and walked to the stable. The black stallion was rested up and fed, the thick growth of its winter coat glossy from the currying. Hawk settled his bill and walked the big animal back to the plaza.

	Mantegara was opening up now and he spent part of Ortiz’s money on ammunition and supplies. Then he mounted the stallion and rode away, heading back in a westerly direction to retrace the steps of the refugee wagons.

	The day got warmer as he got farther from the town, a clear sun rising over the walls so that by noon he removed his coat and slung it behind him on the saddle. He halted after a while and let the horse catch its breath, hunkering down at the side of the trail to chew a cold tortilla and spoon up a can of beans. The going was faster now that he was no longer slowed by the wagons, and he counted on reaching the hills sometime early the next day.

	As night fell he made camp under the shelter of a boulder flanking the trail. There was not enough wood dry enough to make a fire, so he made do with cold food, spreading a blanket over the stallion as protection against the night wind. He contented himself with pulling on his coat again before spreading the canvas groundsheet over the still-damp soil and then dragging both blanket and poncho over his body. He drifted off into the light sleep that would afford him rest without dulling all his senses. It was, in a way, like the old saying about sleeping with one eye open, though in Hawk’s case it was more like allowing his body rest even though his ears remained attuned to sounds, while some sixth sense stayed constantly on guard, ready to bring him instantly awake should danger threaten.

	None did and he sat up as the first glimmerings of dawn reached over the horizon. He stretched, savoring the freshness of the air, and then climbed to his feet to shake the dew from his blanket and hat. The black stallion nickered a greeting as he doled out a measure of oats from the sack slung on his saddle, and he tugged the second blanket from the horse’s back, shaking the material free of moisture before stowing it with the other. He left the horse eating as he paced seven long steps from the boulder and scanned the horizons. There was no sign of pursuit out of Mantegara, nor any indication of Apaches. He went back to the rock, crouching down on the patch of ground warmed by his body to check his weapons. He worked methodically, deft fingers unloading Colt, Winchester and Meteor in turn, assuring himself that each gun was in perfect working order before starting his own breakfast.

	When he was finished he buried the cans and scuffed the ground before mounting up and riding on towards the distant line of the hills.

	The rimrock was lit up with silvery-gold light as he approached, and as he moved closer it shaded to pure gold, then a greenish color before assuming the dark aspect that marked the higher trajectory of the sun’s rays. By mid-morning he was only a mile distant from the ridge and could somehow sense the presence of watching eyes.

	A few minutes later two groups of Apaches showed to right and left of the trail. There were six riders in each group and Hawk slowed his pace, keeping his hands in clear sight.

	Six more horsemen emerged from the terrain ahead, appearing like ghosts from the ground. Hawk guessed they had been waiting with their ponies held down flat until they were sure that he was alone. He reined in.

	A single rider came out from the group, cantering easily towards the lone American. He was dressed in a faded blue coat, his legs naked save for the high moccasins and the breech-clout. He carried a Winchester rifle across his pad saddle.

	As he drew closer his features became more distinct. Hawk saw the puckered scar that tugged the right eye down at an angle and twisted the nostrils to the side before carving on across the lips to turn down the left corner of the wide mouth in a permanent sneer. He recognized El Cicatriz.

	The Apache reined in, sliding his mustang to a skidding halt.

	‘You came back.’

	‘I gave my word. Have you kept yours?’

	‘I do not see the Mexican.’

	‘I can bring him to you when he is sure his daughter is safe.’

	‘Why should I trust you?’

	‘I came back.’

	‘True,’ El Cicatriz turned, whistling a bird call to the men behind him.

	A brave rode forwards leading a pony on which sat Manuela Ortiz. Her torn dress had been sewn and she looked to have suffered no outrage. Except that of Hawk’s betrayal. For that, her eyes blazed as she recognized him and she began to shout curses. El Cicatriz waited until she was level with his pony, then swung his rifle against her stomach, doubling her over the mustang’s neck.

	‘Your women talk too much,’ he remarked.

	Hawk looked at the girl, his face impassive. Without thinking, he reached up to touch the dark blue muffler hung around his collar.

	‘She’s not my woman,’ he said. ‘I’m just doing a job.’

	Manuela’s face lifted, her huge brown eyes staring at him with a mixture of pain and shock and anger. For an instant their eyes locked, then Hawk lifted his gaze to face the Apache chief again. El Cicatriz was smiling. At least Hawk thought it was a smile: it was hard to tell.

	‘Where is the father?’ asked the Indian. ‘Why didn’t you bring him?’

	‘Two days from now,’ said Hawk. ‘I have to persuade him his daughter is alive and that you will trade for her.’

	El Cicatriz nodded. ‘Yes, I see that. Tell him I want a paper saying he will never trespass on our land again. And that each year from now he must send me thirty horses. He must come himself with the paper.’

	Hawk grinned, recognizing the cunning of the Apache’s thinking.

	‘Where shall we meet?’ he asked.

	‘There is a gulley north of Mantegara,’ said El Cicatriz. ‘If you ride for half a day in this direction and then turn north at the big boulder where the trail curves, it is just a little way on. There is a tree that was struck by the sky-fire. Wait there.’

	‘The son will come, too,’ said Hawk. ‘Don’t harm him.’ 

	‘Why not?’ asked the chief. ‘What is he to you?’

	‘He owes me a debt,’ grunted Hawk. ‘His life.’

	The Apache laughed. ‘You think like one of us. Very well: you can have him. Bring them two days from now.’

	Hawk nodded. ‘I have your word on this?’

	‘You have my word.’ El Cicatriz leaned forwards, extending his hand. Hawk took it and they shook. He believed the Apache.

	‘Bastard!’ Manuela spat. ‘You bastard!’

	‘Man’s what he makes himself,’ said Hawk. And turned back in the direction of Mantegara. ‘That’s life.’



	
Chapter Fourteen

	HAWK MADE GOOD time on the ride back to Mantegara, reaching the town late the following afternoon. The excitement generated by the arrival of the refugees had petered out, and the alcalde had agreed that they should remain in their temporary lodgings until the full complement of federales returned. Then, it was thought, the troopers would escort them back to Santa Maria, posting a detachment there as protection against further Indian attack.

	Ortiz was in the cantina, anxious for word of Manuela.

	Hawk outlined the demands made by El Cicatriz, curious to see how the Mexican would react to the part about not trespassing on Apache land. It was clear from Ortiz’s ready acceptance of the terms that he was willing to make any agreement to ensure the return of his daughter. Hawk smiled cynically as the Mexican nodded, assuring his assent: like most promises given to the Indians this one could be broken later.

	Ortiz and his son left Hawk in the cantina, setting off to purchase fresh horses and prepare for an early departure. Hawk sat sipping tequila, once again conscious of the presence of the one-eyed vaquero. Although the man’s scrutiny was surreptitious, Hawk’s finely-tuned senses were aware of a detailed appraisal. He finished the bottle and left the cantina, crossing the plaza at a leisurely pace and pausing outside the hotel. He half expected to be followed, but when he glanced back there was no sign of the man. He went into the restaurant and ate another good dinner, then climbed up to his room and settled gratefully on the bed.

	Morning dawned clear and cold, the sky a cloudless blue that might have belonged to summer had it not been for the freezing temperature. Hawk scraped away the black stubble covering his jaw and got dressed. He spent the next hour cleaning his guns and rubbing oil into the holsters for the Colt and shotgun. The belt—made specially for John T. McLain—had loops sewn on to the leather in two sizes, one for the brass .45-caliber Colt cartridges, the other designed to hold the fatter tubes of buckshot used in the ugly-looking Meteor. Hawk filled them all, then thumbed shells into the Winchester.

	When he was finished he gathered up his saddlebags and went downstairs.

	Arturo and Juan were seated in the restaurant. The older Ortiz wore the same black suit he had sported in Santa Maria. His sombrero was hung from the back of his chair and he was fiddling with the gold watch that spanned his vest. His son had produced a new outfit: a silver-stitched jacket that was cut short on the waist to reveal an ornate gunbelt holding two Remington Army-model revolvers tied down to his narrow, concho-studded pants. High-heeled boots, their gleaming leather attesting to a great deal of hard polishing, sported large silver spurs. Juan was either playing up to his chosen role as a pistoleer or spending the secret silver in advance.

	Hawk sat down and helped himself to coffee.

	‘Let’s go.’ Juan was impatient as usual.

	‘We got time,’ said Hawk easily. Take it easy.’

	A warning glance from Arturo cut off his son’s reply and they waited until the American was finished.

	They made a strange trio as they fetched their horses from the stable. The tall Mexican, his use-shined Sunday suit obscured by a serape that fluttered in the slight breeze, looking for all the world like a moderately prosperous farmer. His son, spurs jangling as he walked, presenting a picture of a traditional Mexican pistolero. And the American, his boots dirty and his close-fitting black pants scuffed at the knees, darned on the right thigh, the blue coat buttoned half-way down with the skirts pushed back to expose the grained butts of Colt and Meteor, the blue woolen muffler wound about his neck with the ends trailing over his shoulders.

	The two Mexicans had already saddled their horses. Arturo’s was a tall gray gelding, Juan’s a chestnut stallion. Both carried high, silver-decorated Mexican saddles with Winchester rifles canted forwards on the right sides. Hawk mounted the black horse and led the way out of Mantegara.

	As they crossed the plaza a group of villagers appeared, calling encouragement. Hawk’s mouth, hidden beneath the muffler, spread in a cold grin. He wondered what they would say when he came back.

	 

	The trail was now completely dry of slush, the surface hardened by the recent sun and the cold. A sheen of frost glittered as they eased up to a canter, the horses’ hooves ringing loud on the iron-firm soil.

	They reached the boulder where the trail curved shortly before noon and Hawk led them off to the north. The ground here was broken into a series of shallow depressions and frost-covered washes that would become watercourses when the spring thaw set in. Few of the arroyos were deeper than the height of a mounted man, but the quantity was sufficient to have hidden any number of Apaches. Hawk kept mainly to the higher ground, seeking the lightning-blasted tree El Cicatriz had named as the meeting place.

	The sun was directly overhead when he spotted the tortured branches and steered towards it.

	It was warmer now and Hawk unbuttoned his coat, tugging the muffler from his neck. He drew his left hand over his stomach, feeling the bulk of the notes Ortiz had passed him during breakfast as a comforting weight between shirt and belt. That same sensation of watching eyes impinged on his mind and he dismounted, keeping his hands well clear of his guns. There was no particular reason why he should trust El Cicatriz—other than the fact that so far the Apache had proven far more honest than the Mexicans—but somehow he knew that the Mimbreño would honor his word.

	In the same way Hawk intended to honor his.

	‘Where are they?’ Juan stayed mounted, right hand on the stock of his Winchester. ‘Have they tricked us?’

	‘Trickery is for women and cowards!’ El Cicatriz’s voice cut loud through the noonday air. ‘And Mexicans.’

	Juan’s grip tightened automatically on the rifle. Hawk reached out to clamp a hand over the youngster’s wrist, and Arturo Ortiz said, ‘No! Juan, leave it! ‘

	From the arroyos and washes all around a circle of horsemen appeared. They were mostly Mimbreños, but Hawk recognized the markings of the Chiricahua and the Jicarilla, even a few Mescaleros. He saw that El Cicatriz must have found more warriors, for there were upwards of thirty armed men ringing the stunted tree. They held a collection of weapons: modem, lever-action guns such as the war chief carried, plus bows, lances, handguns. They sat their ponies in silence as El Cicatriz came forwards and looked down at Hawk.

	‘You keep your word. I shall keep mine.’

	He motioned to his left and a pair of warriors came over the rim of a shallow gulch leading a pinto mustang. Manuela was seated on the pony, her wrists lashed together and her ankles joined by a narrow length of rawhide. A gag filled her mouth and a blanket was draped about her shoulders.

	When she caught sight of her father and brother she shook her head, her eyes flashing. The two Apaches reined in, holding the girl still on the edge of the depression. El Cicatriz sat his own pony, resting the Winchester almost casually across the pad saddle. He stared at Arturo Ortiz.

	‘You are El Jefe of Santa Maria?’

	Ortiz nodded. ‘Sí.’

	‘You brought the paper I asked for?’

	Again Ortiz nodded, reaching inside his jacket with his left hand. The clicking of gun hammers drowned the fainter creak of tightening bowstrings. The Mexican withdrew his hand very slowly, bringing out a rectangle of folded paper that was sealed with a heavy blob of wax. He stretched forwards, passing the paper to the Apache.

	‘It was drawn up by the notary in Mantegara. Witnessed by the alcalde. It promises all you demand.’

	El Cicatriz shoved a finger under the seal and broke the wax. Then he passed the paper to a younger brave on his right. ‘Cuchillo Blanco reads your words. He will tell us all what it says.’

	The young warrior stared at the paper and began to decipher the flourishing script.

	‘On behalf of the villagers of Santa Maria in the province of Sonora, I, Arturo Sebastian Miguel Ortiz y Aragon, duly appointed Headman of the said village of Santa Maria, by the grace of God and the assent of the people, do hereby agree that from henceforth no villager of Santa Maria will lay claim to, or attempt to trespass upon, those lands designated by common consent to the peoples of the Apache Nation, most particularly those of the clan known as Mimbreño.

	‘It is further undertaken that the area of hills known as Las Tristas shall be regarded as the sole and exclusive property of the said Mimbreño Apache tribe for so long as my life shall last, that area being regarded as the land extending from the river known as Agua Verde in the north to the southern decline of the said hills; from the freshwater spring in the west known as Fuente des Indios to the canyon known as La Guarida in the west.

	‘Further to this agreement, it is agreed that from henceforth the village of Santa Maria shall deliver to the Apache peoples occupying the area of land described above thirty head of good horses each year, these animals to be comprised of not less than three stallions and ten brood mares, the remainder to be colts in good health or yearlings.’

	It was a fine, wordy document, signed with ornate signatures by men with no intention of honoring their agreements. The irony of it was that the part about so long as my life shall last rendered it as cynical on the Apaches’ side as it had seemed to Ortiz when he drew it up.

	El Cicatriz listened to the flowery words and permitted himself the scar-twisted grimace Hawk recognized as a smile. He beckoned the warriors holding Manuela to come forwards, then stared at Ortiz.

	‘You found silver on our land,’ he said slowly, ‘and when my brother, Aguila Roja, would not let you dig it out you killed him. You set a trap for my brother and all his people. You killed them. Now you would give me this scrap of paper and expect me to believe what is written there to get your daughter back. I do not trust your promises, Mexican. I do not believe your fine words. So I set a trap of my own.’

	A lance flew through the air as the chief stopped speaking. It was reversed so that the butt struck Ortiz between the shoulders, pitching him forwards across the neck of his horse. He cried out, fighting to retain his balance, but a lariat whirled over his shoulders, dragging him clear of the horse to crash on to the cold ground Juan shouted and began to draw his pistols, but a second rope pinned his arms and yanked him backwards off his horse. He went on struggling until an Apache rode in and thudded a lance against his skull, smashing him down into oblivion. Hawk stood silent, not looking at Manuela.

	El Cicatriz took the bridle of the girl’s pony and passed it to the American. ‘Take her. She is yours.’

	Hawk hitched the mustang to the tree next to his own mount and pointed at Juan. ‘Him, too. He tried to kill me and I made him a promise.’

	‘He helped his father,’ said El Cicatriz. ‘Helped him kill my brother’s people.’

	‘You gave your word,’ said Hawk. ‘I don’t let a man go back on his word. I don’t let a man lie to me.’

	The Apache chief laughed and nodded. ‘Very well. But let him watch first.’

	Arturo Ortiz clambered awkwardly to his feet. The fall had bruised the left side of his face, and tears of rage, tears of pain, flowed down his cheeks.

	‘You betrayed us!’ He ignored the watching Indians, concentrating his hate-filled gaze on Hawk. ‘You promised to get my daughter back.’

	‘Sure.’ Hawk’s voice was cold. ‘And I kept my word. You promised me the Apaches were raiding you for no reason. Like I said: I don’t let a man lie to me. You should have told me about the silver. Told me about the massacre. If you’d been honest you might have lived.’

	Ortiz gulped and began to tremble. His eyes closed and his lips moved in a mumbled prayer. El Cicatriz barked an order and a rope swished out as the lariat pinning the Mexican’s arms was drawn tight, spilling him off balance. The second rope encircled his feet and a warrior sprang down to loosen the first as the other was tossed over the limb of the withered tree. Drawn tight, so that Ortiz was lifted into the air, dangling face down with his fingertips four feet clear of the ground.

	Hawk took the reins of his own horse and Manuela’s, leading them clear as the Indians walked their ponies round to form a semi-circle a few yards away from the writhing body.

	Ortiz’s eyes bulged and saliva frothed from his mouth. The gold watch dropped clear of his vest pocket, dangling on its chain in front of his face. His gun fell from the holster, clattering on to the hard ground. A strangled screaming burst from his foaming lips.

	El Cicatriz lifted his Winchester and fired once, sighting carefully.

	Ortiz’s body convulsed, doubling over so that his face became splattered with the blood erupting from his groin. Then, one by one, the Apaches shot him. Those carrying firearms went first, the bullets striking the flailing arms or jerking legs. They took care not to hit a vital part, seeking only to inflict pain. Ortiz’s black suit got darker and blood pulsed from shattered wrists and broken legs, the wounds on his arms began to drip a steady trickle of crimson on to the ground. One bullet scored a ragged furrow along his cheek, tearing a hole through his right ear. The body began to twist round, its movement imparted by the force of the bullets and the agonized twitching of the man himself. Then the archers took their turn, not drawing the bowstrings to the full extent, but planting shafts just an inch or so deep into the flesh. Ortiz’s body resembled a pin cushion before the thrumming of the strings and the whistle of the arrows ceased.

	Then El Cicatriz waved the lancers onwards. Some hurled their poles, but most galloped in, the tips ripping loose great chunks of flesh so that after a while Ortiz’s body was barely recognizable as human, his clothing and skin torn and mangled into a great bloody chunk of meat that somehow went on moaning.

	Manuela began to choke and Hawk reached up to pull the gag from her mouth. The girl doubled over, splattering vomit on her dress and the mustang’s neck.

	El Cicatriz cocked his rifle again, staring at Ortiz as though trying to pick a section of flesh that was not torn and running red. It was difficult, but finally he sighted on the face, firing twice in fast succession. The first bullet tore through the Mexican’s left eye, pulping the orb and exiting through the back of the skull with such force that the head jerked back, spraying a mixture of blood and bone and brain matter in a high-curving arc. The second shot hit the underside of the jaw as the head flopped back, deflecting off the descending jawbone to ricochet out through the neck. A thick fountain of bright crimson gouted from the severed jugular vein.

	The body stopped moving, swinging gently to and fro as scarlet ran in steady streams on to the ground.

	‘Now it is your turn.’ The Apache turned to Hawk. ‘Shall we put the niño up with his father?’

	‘No.’ Hawk’s face was impassive. ‘He wanted a gunfight. I promised him that.’

	‘And you keep your word.’ El Cicatriz motioned for the rope to be taken from Juan’s arms. ‘Very well.’

	‘If he wins,’ said Hawk, ‘let him go. Him and his sister.’ 

	The Apache grunted his assent, waving his men back so that they formed two lines with Hawk and Juan facing one another at a distance of around fifteen yards. The young Mexican was pale with shock, but the raw hate in his eyes was unmistakable as he glared at the American and rubbed feeling back into his limbs.

	‘When you’re ready,’ said Hawk. ‘Any time.’

	Juan rasped an inarticulate curse and braced his legs, bending his knees to assume the crouch he thought was the professional pistoleer’s stance, dropping both hands to hover close over the butts of his matched Remingtons. Hawk stayed upright, left foot slightly in advance and his shoulders slanted fractionally to the right. He stared at Juan, his eyes unwavering and cold.

	Juan blinked and went for both guns simultaneously, lowering his body to lessen the distance of muzzle from holster. Hawk simply folded his knees, leaning back as the familiar grip of the Colt’s Frontier met his hand. His fingers closed around the grained butt, thumb snapping down on to the hammer so that the pistol was cocked before it left the cutaway holster. His forefinger closed on the trigger, shifting back the minimal distance necessary to trip the hammer.

	Juan’s Remingtons were still clearing leather as Hawk’s Colt lined on his belly and the gunfighter released the primed hammer. The .45-caliber slug took the Mexican in the gap between his jacket and his belt, tearing through his stomach so that he was hurled backwards and doubled over at the same time. The Remington in his right hand discharged a shot that scorched a long bum mark down his leg, spanging off the conchos to shard earth alongside his foot. The left-hand pistol fell back into the holster unfired.

	He was still falling as Hawk triggered a second shot, cutting off the scream that was bubbling up from Juan’s throat. The bullet struck the indented center of his collarbone, ripping through the soft flesh to plough down through the left lung and shatter the heart.

	Juan sat down. His eyes were wide and blank, dead even as the massive spurt of blood erupted from his mouth and midriff. His hands remained fastened about the matched pistols, locked there in the instant of his dying. A second gout of blood poured from his mouth and he slumped back, blind eyes staring at the sky.

	Hawk worked the ejector rod of the Colt and thumbed two fresh loads into the chambers, clicking the cylinder round to rest the hammer back on the empty sixth chamber. Then he holstered the gun and turned to El Cicatriz.

	‘I done my part. Now I’ll take the girl back to her people.’

	Manuela spat vomit. ‘I have no people now. You killed them.’

	‘No,’ Hawk looked at her, his face cold, a mask devoid of feeling. ‘They got themselves killed by playing crooked. They wanted to load up on silver an’ they didn’t care how they did it.’ He glanced at the two bodies, the blood steaming slightly in the cool air. Trouble is they struck lead.’ 



	
Chapter Fifteen

	HAWK CUT THE cords binding Manuela’s wrists and ankles and passed her a canteen The girl took it without speaking and cleansed her face, swilling the water around her mouth to wash away the sour taste of bile. She remained silent as she handed the canteen back to the gunfighter and he mounted the black stallion. She looked just once at her father and brother, then turned her face away, staring fixedly over the empty plain.

	The Apaches began to drift away until only El Cicatriz and the one called Cuchillo Blanco were left. The chief looked at Hawk, his expression impenetrable.

	‘It is done. For now.’ He paused, the ugly grimace that passed for a smile contorting his face. ‘You make a fine enemy, Jared Hawk, and for a little while you made a fine friend. But you killed too many of my people for the memories to die here, so when you cross the domain of the Apache, ride carefully. The next time I shall kill you.’

	Hawk nodded. ‘You will allow me to take the girl back?’

	‘I gave my word. Until the moon is full again you are free to ride unharmed. After that …’ He left the sentence unfinished, laden with menace.

	Hawk reached out to take the single rein of Manuela’s mustang. He stared at El Cicatriz, recognizing in the scar-faced Apache a man who lived by a code similar to his own, a code he could understand. A code he could live—or die—with. He smiled and lifted his right hand in silent salute. El Cicatriz replied in kind, then wheeled his pony round and cantered away. Hawk watched him disappear into the network of arroyos and heeled his own mount round to the east, dragging the mustang behind.

	 

	They rode without speaking for the better part of one hour. Manuela appeared content to sit in silence, clutching the pony’s mane for support as Hawk steered both animals on to the Mantegara road. The sun traversed the sky so that their shadows elongated before them, striking flashes of light from the distant town. After a while the girl spoke.

	‘I might have forgiven you for killing Juan,’ Her voice was dull. ‘He was always jealous of anyone who looked at me, and usually I listened to him. But you were different: I told him to leave you alone.’

	‘He should have heeded you,’ Hawk stared ahead. ‘He was a fool.’

	‘And my father? What was he?’

	‘Greedy,’ said Hawk coldly. ‘He wiped out a village so he could mine that silver. The Apaches did the same to stop him.’

	Manuela laughed. It was an eerie sound, bordering on the edge of hysteria. ‘Do you believe that killing him will stop it? Killing him just made it worse. For everyone.’

	Hawk turned in the saddle, staring at her. She heeled the pinto mustang up level with the taller stallion and fixed a brown-eyed gaze on his face. Hawk noticed that her eyes were flecked with tiny gold sparkles. Her face was pale and her auburn hair tumbled loose about her shoulders. She looked beautiful.

	She pursed her lips and spat in his face.

	‘He was the only one who knew where the silver was. The village knew it was there, but he never told anyone the exact location. Now that he’s dead the whole village …’ She corrected herself. ‘What’s left of it, will go looking. Word will get out and there’ll be people coming from all over Mexico. The Indians will fight them and then the federales will fight the Indians. There will be a war.’

	Hawk dragged the back of his gloved hand across his face, wiping the spittle clear. He stared for an instant at the glistening saliva, then shook it clear.

	‘Yeah,’ was all he said.

	And then there was silence again.

	 

	The shadows got longer as they approached Mantegara, afternoon whittling away into evening and twilight darkening the trail. Lights began to show beyond the walls of the town. 

	‘What will you do now?’ Hawk asked. ‘Where will you go?’ 

	Manuela shrugged. ‘My father had money, and I have relatives in Mexico City. I could go back to Santa Maria, or go to the capital. I don’t know. Why should you worry?’ 

	Hawk fingered the blue muffler and said, ‘I don’t know.’ 

	They came closer to the western gate. There was the faint sound of a piano tinkling from one of the cantinas, the tinny jangling cutting through the more melodic rhythm of guitars. A full moon showed, resting low in the clear sky that was pricked through with a myriad stars. Idly, Hawk realized that a new year had begun.

	And then his senses were snapped to full alertness as the triple click of a cocking hammer rang through the stillness. His right hand dropped to the butt of his Colt.

	‘Don’t.’

	He froze, reining in as the vaquero with the eye-patch stepped out from behind a clump of saguaro. The man held a Colt’s Peacemaker leveled on Hawk’s stomach and a wide smile on his face. The black patch was pulled clear of his eye, resting on his forehead so that both eyes held the gunfighter with a clear, unblinking gaze.

	Manuela gasped, clutching at the mustang’s mane as Hawk let fall the rein.

	‘Your friends talk too much, señor’ The hold-up man sounded amused. ‘And voices travel far on these still nights.’

	‘What do you want?’ Hawk raised his arms as the Colt jerked up.

	‘If my ears served me well, amigo, you have two thousand dollars on you.’ The man stepped in closer, the Colt unwavering. ‘And the girl is worth money, too. My ears hear very well. They are almost as good as my skill with a pistol.’

	‘Who is he?’ Manuela directed her comment at Hawk.

	‘A man who’s supposed to be lost in the wilds,’ grunted the American. ‘Felipe Morros, I presume.’

	‘The same.’ Morros used his left hand to slip the eye-patch from his head. ‘A poor bandido in much need of money.’

	Hawk held his arms raised, looking down at Morros. Very slowly, taking care to make as little movement as possible, he eased his right foot clear of the stirrup. Morros was holding the Colt in his right hand. His cotton tunic was open, exposing a black shirt with a brown leather strap visible across the chest. Hawk guessed that the strap belonged to shoulder rig, explaining the bulky object he had noticed under Morros’s left arm back in the cantina.

	‘You’re kind of close to town,’ remarked Hawk, using the sound of his own voice to complete the removal of his foot from the stirrup. ‘For a hold-up.’

	Morros chuckled. ‘Señor, the only law in Mantegara just now is one overweight sergeant and two troopers old enough to be my grandfathers. Had my mother known her ancestors, that is.’

	He stepped closer to the black stallion, angling the Colt up to hold Hawk covered. ‘Now use your left hand to take out the money. You will drop it on the ground on my side. Then you will drop your guns. After that, you will dismount—on the right side—and stretch out. I feel generous tonight, so I shall just take your money, your horse and the girl. I will leave you your life.’

	Hawk nodded and reached down to unfasten his coat. He unbuttoned his shirt, feeling the sudden chill as the night air hit his bare skin, and tugged out one wad of bills. He reached over, letting the money fall to the ground. It made a dull sound as it hit. He thrust his hand back inside his shirt and eased the second wad clear from its resting place between stomach and belt. Reached out again and flicked the bills clear. They landed closer to Morros, almost touching the outlaw’s boots. Instinctively, Morros eased back.

	And Hawk moved.

	He dropped his full weight on to his left foot, using the stirrup to brace the sudden swing of his body, powering up in the saddle as his right foot lashed out. The toe of his boot hit the underside of Morros’s Colt, kicking the pistol up. The gun went off with a roar that seemed to fill the night. Hawk swung his left foot dear of the stirrup and used his original momentum to carry him clear of the saddle in a sideways dive at the bandit. Muzzle flash scorched his face, but then he was falling down with both arms reaching out to clutch at the outlaw’s gun hand.

	The black horse screamed and skittered clear of the two men. Manuela screamed, her mustang bucking as a stray bullet burned its rump. She screamed again and pitched clear of the pony, which took off in a wild gallop back towards the west.

	Hawk carried the outlaw down with him, twisting the wrist to force the Colt up and away from his body. Morros smashed a fist into his face and the American tasted blood in his mouth. He drove a knee at the Mexican’s groin, feeling it deflected by the man’s thigh so that a sharp stab of pain darted through his leg as the old arrow wound struck and opened. Morros brought a hand round to hook his fingers into Hawk’s cheek, catching the corner of his mouth so that Hawk’s face was stretched, the pressure threatening to rip his lips open along his jawline. He bit down, grinding his teeth until he tasted blood that was not his own and felt the edges grate on bone. Morros screamed, the pain lending him strength.

	A fist and both knees slammed into Hawk’s belly, smashing the wind from the gunfighter’s lungs as a great wave of nausea watered his eyes and hurled him clear of the Mexican.

	Morros rolled back, swinging the Colt and triggering wild as Hawk fought agony to pitch his body sideways out of the line of fire. The gun clicked empty and Morros hurled the useless weapon at Hawk. The American swung his left arm up, feeling a numbing blow as the pistol bounced off his forearm. His left wrist lost all sense of feeling other than the dull pain that seemed to paralyze it helplessly by his side.

	And Morros reached beneath his cotton shirt to draw the hideaway gun.

	Adrenalin flooded Hawk’s body, streaming through his nervous system so that time slowed and he saw the Mexican’s hand cross his chest to emerge with a cut-down Peacemaker in his right hand. He was unconscious of his own hand slanting over his belly to clutch the grip of the Meteor. His thumb snapping back the hammer as the stubby barrel swung up to point at Morros. His forefinger closing the trigger.

	There was a terrific flash and a growling roar as the shotgun exploded its charge. The flash outlined the figure of Felipe Morros so that Hawk saw the outlaw’s gun hand disintegrate, the massive force of the ought-ought load driving fragments of splintered bone and ribbons of flesh back into the man’s chest. The dirty cotton shirt was abruptly red, and Morros flew back, a hole opening in his torso to expose pulsating organs that sprouted a myriad fountains of crimson. He crashed on to his back, legs kicking briefly as shattered lungs and ravaged heart pumped out the last of his life.

	Hawk dropped the Meteor, flexing his wrist as he felt the force of the scattergun’s kick numb the nerves.

	When feeling returned to his hand he picked up the gun and reloaded, then walked over to Morros’s body. The bandit’s right hand was mangled into his chest, the Colt blown back through his ribs. Hawk tipped it clear with his boot and turned to Manuela.

	The girl was sitting on the ground, her head bent so that her long hair hung down over her face. She had both hands pressed to her stomach. As Hawk approached she looked up. Her eyes were very wide, and her full lips were tight together. She stared at him, then smiled.

	‘It follows you, Jared. Like vultures follow a dying animal.’

	‘What do you mean?’ Hawk paused, disturbed by her enigmatic words.

	‘Death,’ she said. ‘It sits on your shoulder. Waiting.’

	He moved towards her. ‘I’ll take you back to your people.’

	She shook her head and opened her arms, turning her hands towards him, palms uppermost. They were sticky with the blood draining from her stomach.

	“I am sorry for you. God forgive you, perhaps you can’t help it.’

	A thin thread of blood ran from the corner of her mouth, thickening as she coughed and began to choke on the liquid draining out her life. Before Hawk could reach her, she closed her eyes and a great gobbet of crimson spilled from her lips. She lowered her head again, mumbling something Hawk couldn’t hear, then slumped sideways, the blood forming a spreading pool beneath her face.

	Hawk stared at her body then slowly unwound the blue muffler from his neck and used it to wipe away the blood.

	When he had cleaned her face he went back to pick up the money, stuffing it back inside his shirt. He fetched the black stallion over, calming the big horse as it snorted nervously at the smell of death. He hobbled the animal and wrapped Manuela in the blanket she had worn, slinging her corpse over the saddle. Then he wrapped the corpse of Felipe Morros in his poncho and lashed that on to the horse behind Manuela.

	There was a bitter feeling seated deep in his gut as he led the animal towards Mantegara, but he ignored it. Instead, he patted the bundles of notes resting against his stomach and then thought about the bounty offered on the outlaw.

	Death, he decided, had a high price. In this case the bounty was three thousand dollars. He decided to spend part of it getting very drunk.

	 


 

	About William S. Brady
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	William S (Stuart). Brady is the pseudonym for the writing team of Angus Wells and John Harvey.

	 

	Angus Wells was a British writer of genre fiction, including fantasy and, most famously, westerns. In addition to a few standalone novels written under his own name, Wells wrote under numerous pseudonyms, including Andrew Quiller (The Eagles), James A. Muir (Breed), Charles R. Pike (Jubal Cade), William S. Brady (Hawk and Peacemaker), Charles C. Garrett (Gunslinger), Richard Kirk (Raven), J. B. Dancer (The Lawmen) and Ian Evans. Encouraged by Laurence James, he left an editorial job in publishing in 1975 and became a freelance writer. 

	His friend and co-author, John Harvey, recalls: “A love, and near encyclopaedic knowledge, of western movies – in particular those of Sam Peckinpah – helped to make Angus well suited to the task. He was as inventive and hardworking as was necessary to produce 50,000 words every four or five weeks, and in those books we wrote together, he could be relied upon to correct not just my faulty knowledge of guns and ammo, but my spelling of sheriff and marshal.”

	Read more about Angus

	 

	John Harvey is a former English and drama school teacher. Since 1975, he has been a professional writer with something in excess of 100 published books to his credit. After a number of years spent learning his craft by writing paperback fiction for both adults and teenagers, he is today principally known as a writer of crime fiction, with the first of the Charlie Resnick novels, Lonely Hearts, being named by The Times as one of the 100 most notable crime novels of the last century.

	Harvey’s genre fiction appeared under both his own name and the pseudonyms John J McLaglen (Herne the Hunter), William S. Brady (Hawk and Peacemaker), J. D. Sandon (Gringos), J. B. Dancer (The Lawmen), L. J. Coburn (Caleb Thorn) and William M. James (Apache).

	“In the Western,” says John, “I’m interested in finding a balance between the myth of the West (as it comes through American literature and film) and the historical reality. Increasingly, I’m concerned to attempt to make a stronger place for women in the Western, which is traditionally a refuge of masculinity and male fantasy.”

	Read more about John

	 


By William S. Brady

	The Hawk Series

	 

	The Sudden Guns 

	2. Blood Money 

	3. Death’s Bounty

	 

	And still to come …

	 

	4. Killing Time 

	5. Fool’s Gold 

	6. Blood Kin 

	7. Gates of Death 

	8. Desperadoes 

	9. The Widowmaker 

	10. Dead Man’s Hand 

	11. Sierra Gold 

	12. Death and Jack Shade 

	13. Killer’s Breed 

	14. Border War 

	15. Killer! 

	 

	The Peacemaker Series

	 

	Comanche!

	Outlaws!

	Whiplash

	Lynch Law

	Bloodrun

	War-party

	One Thousand Dollar Death

	The Lost 

	Shoot-out

	 


 

	Notes

		[←1]
	 See Hawk 2: Blood Money




cover.jpeg
3: DPEATH'S BOUNTY
)






images/image-2.jpeg





images/image-1.jpeg
WILLIAM §. BRADY

HAWK

3:
DEATH’S
BOUNTY






images/image.jpeg
P)ICCADILLY
PUBLISHING





images/image-3.jpeg





