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The Concorde Stage hurtled out of control down the perilous trail of Windy Pass. And right behind—and closing fast—rode three men with murder in their eyes. Then the shots rang out, and one by one the road bandits catapulted from their horses as their death-trail ended in a welter of blood.

	And Matthew Gunn smiled over the smoking barrel of his Winchester…

	They called him Breed; half white, half-Apache, a killer with a merciless mission-vengeance.

	And a town called Endurance soon found out two things about this cold-eyed loner.

	First, that Breed was the man who had saved the stage. Second, that to cross Breed’s path was to cross with death…
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Chapter One

	 

	MOSE CURRAN RODE the brake all the way down Windy Ridge. The gradient was enough to worry a man in fine weather, on a day of solid rain squalls the mud made the narrow track one pure nightmare. There wasn’t much more than a hoofbeat between the outside wheels of the old Concorde and the nether side of nothing. The ridge was nine hundred feet of sheer drop and the only way down was along the track the Mexican mule-packer had cut out.

	For a stage driver it was a good reason to retire.

	Come summer, it wasn’t so bad: it stayed too damn’ narrow, but at least you could rely on firm footing over the sandy rock. Fall saw it much the same; and in winter it iced over so you knew you’d have to dump the drag-timbers out and use the horses to hold the slippery coach back from the edge, teaming them to pull against the weight of the descending coach, rather than haul it down.

	Springtime, though, that was the real bastard. The snow melted off to make way for mud. Put the drags down into that sludge, and the whole caboose was mired solid in howling horses and complaining passengers anxious to break through to Endurance and hot food.

	Not to mention the whiskey Mose anticipated when he hit the foot of the ridge.

	That, and the thought of warmth after days of bone-numbing cold, was just about all that kept him pushing on through the mud that was trying to drag him and his passengers over the edge into the wide blue yonder.

	It was a funny kind of a feeling, one that never failed to strike Mose year in, and year out: that people always wanted to cross the mountains at the worst time of year. The stage line was deserted from November to February, then—come the spring thaw—everyone and his grandmother wanted to make the crossing. Sure, summertime saw a good trade; Fall saw a fair amount of pilgrims coming over. Winter snowed them out, but even the ice and the snow banks were better than this lingering, clinging nothingness.

	Mose kept his foot jammed up hard against the brake and his hands tugged tight around the reins of the six-horse team, cursing all the way.

	His whip was bucketed firm in the scabbard next to his right knee, alongside the old Henry .44 single-shot he still liked to keep nearby. Though there shouldn’t be too much need for it since Ma Harvey brought in the new guards. There was one settled down next to Mose right now, a hard-eyed kid called Nick, whose pale blue eyes shifted over the muddy, grey-tinged terrain like they were anticipating argument from everything in sight. He was young—at least Mose reckoned him that way from the wrong side of his own sixty years’ experience—but he seemed to know what he was doing. He held the sawed-off scattergun in a professional kind of a way, and even though his reddish hair straggled too long from under a wide Texas Stetson, Mose thought he had something about him.

	Which was more than he was prepared to say for the passengers.

	There were only three of them, though that was three more than Mose could stomach. Julius Schwarz, Valentine Johns, and Harry Kitchen, those were their names. And they were typical small-town drummers to a man. All big words with nothing to back them: enough wind to fill the canvas of a prairie schooner, without moving it an inch forwards. They had already spent near-on as much effort as Mose had in real work in exhorting him to shift his team through the spring mud.

	At least Nick had had the sense to keep his mouth shut and do his own job as best he knew.

	The drummers had been complaining since leaving Fort Yuma. They had kept it up all the way down the long swing along the banks of the Gila to the little way station of Startown. There at least they quieted down long enough to shovel food into their over-stuffed faces and give Mose a spell of peace. Once back in the stage, they got started up again and Mose got back to wondering if it wasn’t time he quit and took up his daughter’s offer of that seat on the front stoop.

	Hell, he was on the wrong side of sixty with little more to show for the lost years than the callouses and a way with horses. He’d been packing teams since the old Butterfield days and skinning mules since he was old enough to swing the bull whip. He’d been a teamster with old Zachary Taylor when they marched on Monterey, traded out of Santa Fe with Kieron Gunn and the others, then—these ten years past—worked for Ma Harvey. He grinned at the memory. Ma Harvey: five feet nothing of pure determination with a temper to match, a little old lady looking so frail and grandmotherly you’d think she’d spend her time knitting comforters, not bossing a stage line. But Ma Harvey was the force behind the H & T Overland Express Company, had been since her husband got himself killed.

	Mose spat a thick, brown stream of tobacco juice at the thought. Tom Harvey had come to the Arizona Territory from Chicago with a thousand dollars, a weather-worn Conestoga, and as pretty a bride as Mose had ever seen. He had started right in to building up the line, shrugging off the warnings of Apache attack and the proximity of the Mexican border, across which bandidos were apt to ride for a little fun in the United States.

	Well, poor old Tom had succeeded; he got a real nice stage line started up. Then Jace Flood took a fancy to Hannah Harvey. Tom had warned him off a few times, and they’d fought twice, then it all took a more serious turn. Tom threatened to teach Jace a lesson in front of the youngster’s cronies, Jace was lickered up; a gun appeared and Tom Harvey was stretched on the boardwalk with a big hole in his chest. They hanged Jace for it—Tom wasn’t wearing a gun—but by then Hannah was a widow. Folks had thought that would see the end of the H & T line, but Hannah Harvey gave them all a shock. She buried her husband and watched Jace kick his heels at the end of the rope. Then she set to running the stage company single-handed. That was when Mose quit his job hauling timber for the Army and volunteered to drive a stage for the widow. That was ten years ago. Before the rheumatism got to him.

	Now he was sixty and then some, his wife was long dead and he was still teaming horses. Hannah Harvey was still running the outfit, but Mose was the only one to use her first name—to everyone else she was Ma Harvey.

	He spat some more tobacco at the mud and glanced sideways at Nick. The kid was huddled inside an oilskin sheening slickly black from the falling rain. A steady trickle ran from the brim of his Stetson, and Mose noted approvingly that he held his head tilted to direct the water away from the scattergun. He was using one mittened hand to protect the twin hammers and the barrels were angled down to keep the bore dry. Their eyes met for an instant, and Mose felt a curious chill before Nick’s gaze flickered on past him. He shivered under several layers of clothing and concentrated on the road.

	Either he was getting really old, or the kids were getting meaner. This one had been with the H & T around a month, drifting in from Texas with a Frontier model Colt’s revolver tied down on his right hip and a pony that looked like it might have left the Lone Star State in a hurry. Abe Benedict, Mose’s usual shotgun rider, was nursing a busted shoulder won in the defense of the stage, so Ma Harvey had taken the kid on in a hurry. It had been a snap judgement, based on the way he carried himself and the use-smoothed, greased look of his holster; Mose hoped it was sound. So far it had not been tested, and Mose knew little more about the youngster than he had on their first trip. Nick gave Austin, Texas, as his home town and avoided most other questions. He kept himself pretty much to himself, drank no more than any other stage guard, and hardly ever smiled. Overtures of friendship seemed, like the rain, to wash off him, leaving him unmoved and about as alone as any man Mose had seen.

	The Concorde rocked as the passengers shifted about inside and Mose heard a familiar voice shout over the creak of harness and the watery slushing of the wheels.

	‘I say!’ Julius Schwarz had an irritatingly precise, German-accented voice. ‘Shall we reach Endurance tonight? Or do we sleep on the trail?’

	Mose grunted, letting the brake slip loose enough to jerk the stage suddenly forwards. The action was rewarded with a shout of indignation and the sound of a body thumping heavily onto the floor.

	‘Take it steady, old-timer. You want to spill us over?’ Where Schwarz’s voice was clipped, Johns’ was a soft-slurred Georgia drawl. Mose didn’t take to Germans and had less time for Southerners—in particular those who referred to his age.

	‘We got two ways to make the ride down,’ he shouted. ‘Slow, or not at all. You gents kin discuss it all you want, but so long as I’m holdin’ the reins we ride it my way.’

	Johns started to say something else, but a sudden gust whipped the words away in a whistling sheet of icy rain. Mose heard the canvas flap drop back over the small forward window and decided that the weather wasn’t so bad after all. It played hell with his rheumatics, but at least it kept the drummers quiet.

	‘Miserable, soft-assed bastards,’ he grunted.

	‘Yeah,’ was all his guard said.

	The trail curved around another outcrop of rock and he jammed his foot back against the brake, peering through the grey curtain of water that was cutting visibility down to about fifty yards. He took the curve at little more than a walk, knowing how the cross-wind hit on the far side. Sure enough, it gusted in like a drag rope set to haul the Concorde over the edge and spill it onto the rocks below. Mose kept his eyes fixed on the trail: he preferred not to look down if he could avoid it. He eased the team gently around the curve, feeling the stage slide down the next gradient, hoping its weight wouldn’t send the body of the coach crashing into the horses. At the foot of the incline the road gave onto a shallower section that afforded a mile or so of easier going. After that, it curved back and forth like a Kansas twister, dropping steep enough that the drummers might have to get out and walk, unless the gradient spilled the water off. Mose hoped it did: talking his passengers out into the rain would be more difficult than the pleasure of seeing them get wet was worth.

	He braced his left foot harder against the footboards, ignoring the growing pain in his right leg, where it held the brake tight, and firmed his grip on the long reins. A hot bath, a pint of whiskey, and a liberal application of embrocation seemed like a good idea. But all those things were hours away, down in Endurance. Mose shut the thought from his mind, and concentrated on his horses.

	He let the team pick up speed along the easier section, then stood on the brake again as they went into the first of the bad curves. The squall was blowing in from the left now, which meant that Nick’s body sheltered Mose some, but it was still too damn’ wet. As he had suspected, the roadway here was steep enough to lose most of the puddling water down the side of the mountain, but that meant a different kind of problem. The rainfall spilling over the rock was cascading straight down the drop, forming a series of miniature waterfalls; the Concorde was driving right under everyone. Mose swore, hunching his shoulders as he dragged his chin down deep into the upturned collar of his storm coat, hoping the team wouldn’t spook. He shouted encouragement, letting the familiar rasp of his voice ease the animals through the first cascade. They took it nervously, the big black leaders flattening their ears back, but they made it through and by the time they reached the next curve they seemed resigned to the discomfort and the noisy rush of the water.

	Farther down Windy Ridge it got worse because the cascades were bringing down loose shale and mud. Instead of just the freezing, stinging plumes of water, there was a hail of debris. It hit the team like the pebbles Mose kept in his pockets to gee them up to a faster pace rather than using the whip. And it had much the same effect. Instinctively, the matched blacks quickened their stride, dragging the other four animals with them. Mose hauled back on the reins, yelling for the horses to ease up. Confused, the animals got nervous and Mose found himself suddenly fighting a skittish team.

	Nick dropped his left hand from the scattergun, locking nervous fingers around the safety rail beside him. From inside the Concorde there was a howl of protest.

	In itself the team’s nervousness was not unduly worrying. Mose was sufficiently confident of his skill with animals to figure he could hold them in check long enough for them to realize what was required of them. What made it all dangerous was the fact that the cascades were thick enough to block out forward vision for long stretches of the trail, so Mose was trusting to pure memory to get the stage around the curves.

	And that was exactly what the three men waiting under the lee of the big overhang were counting on.

	They had checked over the whole of the lower section of the ridge road two days before, and selected two possible places to mount an ambush. One was the bottom end of the gentle slope, where the team would be slowing for the curves ahead; the other was here, where the bluff could hide them from view and falling water would both block off the guard’s vision and occupy all of the driver’s attention. Not one of the trio knew—or cared—who would be on the H & T stage: they were professionals with a job to do. And the job was simple: stop the coach.

	They were grateful for the rain. It was uncomfortable, but it made their task a whole lot easier. Easier still when they thought about the three thousand dollars waiting back in Endurance on completion of the job.

	They grinned at one another when they heard Mose’s shouting, and checked over the carbines they were holding under their slickers.

	From where they stood, they were able to look out past the underfall of the nearest cascade to catch a glimpse of the last section of the roadway. That, they had calculated, would afford them prior sight of the H & T stage without anyone on board seeing them. Since their job was—simply—to destroy the coach and anyone on it, they needed only to open fire to drive it over the rimrock. Given a hundred-odd feet of sheer drop it should be an easy job. If anyone survived the fall they could be killed off at the bottom.

	They ducked back against the rock, making sure it was free of rainfall as they checked the carbines, levering dry shells into dry chambers before slipping the guns out from under the glistening, wet oilskins. The carbines were slippery, greasy to the touch from the oil applied to off-set the rain: it never hurt to take too much care, and a dampened cartridge could make the difference between living and dying.

	The shouting was getting a whole lot nearer.

	They fanned out to space themselves under the overhang: one close to the rock, one beside the falling water, one beyond where wind-blown mud scurried the outlook.

	The shouting got louder. Shapes showed through the rain. Three Winchesters cracked in unison.

	The hired killers saw a body pitch from the H & T stage, levered their carbines, and poured fire into the runaway, rain-shrouded shape of the Concorde.

	It hit the spur below their position, sparks dancing off the metal hub of the forward, nearside wheel, and rattled on.

	They wasted seven rounds into the rain, then mounted up and took off in pursuit.

	Down below, where Windy Ridge joined the valley flatlands, a man heard the gunfire. He was a tall, lean-shaped man with sun-bleached blond hair and pale, blue eyes. He turned his head as he heard the shots, because firing roused his curiosity, set his nerves to tingling.

	His name was Matthew Gunn, though the Chiricahua Apaches who had raised him called him Azul, for the color of his eyes.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	MOSE HEARD THE thunder of gunfire rattle over the pounding of the rain. Instinct and experience dictated his movements as gut-knowledge impressed fact upon his mind. The stage carried no bullion, nor any mail. That meant the only profit in holding it up lay with the passengers. On the steep downslope of Windy Ridge random fire was likely to tip the whole shebang over the edge and leave the stick-up artists devoid of pickings.

	No self-respecting road agent would chance that. No: he’d show himself and take his chances against the guard. Try to halt the coach—which Mose would have done on the. instant—and lift his loot before leaving them free to continue.

	Wild fire meant that some crazy bastards were out to kill everyone.

	Mose lifted his foot off the lever of the brake, yelled at the horses, and let them run. It was one hell of a longshot, and he was none too sure of his chances on the way down. But it was better than a rifle slug in the gut. He spat tobacco through the rain and waited for the next curve to show. Were he able to recall a prayer, he’d have tried one: he felt it was needed.

	He sensed a shift beside him. Turning, he saw Nick stand halfway to his feet, one barrel of the scattergun spreading flame through the rain. Then the guard was gone, pitching sideways off the seat.

	Mose kept the horses running. Nick was old enough to look after himself. And getting killed was part of his job.

	Bullets thudded into the woodwork behind him and he could hear his passengers yelling near loud enough to drown out the gunfire. He grinned, some kind of madness taking over his senses, and steered the team into the curve.

	Mose and his team knew each other well enough to trust the vital fusion of man with horse. He let them run; they obeyed his commands. He put the long reins over and the blacks stretched sideways around the turn. The Concorde slewed wild, scraping bits of woodwork along with the sparks from the rock, and settled into the downgrade. The bumping threatened to lift Mose off the seat. It threatened to buck the stage off the trail. It spilled the three passengers onto the floor in a welter of profanity. But it carried them all clear of the ambuscade.

	Nick saw it go. And swore as he rammed a fresh cartridge into the shotgun. There was a pain like fire lancing through his left side where a rifle bullet had pierced him. He had no way of knowing if his wild shot had hit the patch of water-shrouded flame he’d fired at, but he hoped it had.

	He was twenty-four years old and the last eight had been spent packing a gun for one employer or another. He seldom talked about his past because there wasn’t much to talk about. Though he prided himself
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