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DEATH ITSELF WAS THE BRAND OF MCALLISTER!

He had a federal warrant for a man who had committed an unknown crime. So McAllister set out to do what he was hired for.

Well, he tried but the tables were turned on him: his horses were stolen, a confrontation with the Apache and became involved in a revolution of unprecedented ferocity.

McAllister hated to be mystified even more than he hated to be suckered and he had a sneaking suspicion that he was being suckered. ‘All I want is my horses and to ride back into good old Texas, eat a good meal and sink a bottle of whiskey.’
But before that, McAllister needed every ounce of courage and his gun skills when he found himself staring into the eyeless sockets of death.
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IT BEGAN IN violence. Which was appropriate.

It began under a blazing sun that rode blindingly above a sky of washed-out azure bereft of cloud. The desert dust threw the heat back at a man and it hit him like a physical blow. It desiccated man and beast and men said only the wild Apache could survive here. And if they had any sense they would stay away.

Water was as transient as a whore’s love. Here today and gone tomorrow. Men only crossed this country for a bet or because worse lay behind. And it was difficult to think of anything on the face of the earth worse than this.

But men were there, as McAllister knew.

And death top. Another kind of death than that offered by thirst and heat.

The vultures circled like deadly crucifixes in the sky, seemingly the only things that moved. And that too was appropriate, for they were the harbingers of death.

McAllister looked at the ears of his horse. The canelo knew that there was something on the face of the desert to the west. The man’s eyes, his hearing and the sense of smell were sharp, but he knew that the California horse was his superior.

The man walked to the top of the ridge, squinting against the heat haze, searching for movement. There was none that he could make out, but he knew the horse and the vultures did not deceive him. Something lived out there, something near its end. If it were dead, the birds would not be aloft. They would be scrabbling in the dust, tearing some grisly remains.

Either that or … something was dead and something else kept them from swooping to their feast.

Caution touched him.

He knew the reactions of the horse as the animal knew his. The canelo was afraid.

Walking back to the animal, he gripped the hanging line and led it along the ridge below the skyline, going north, not hurrying. He wasn’t a man who hurried till he knew what he was hurrying for. After a short while, he ground-hitched the horse and once more mounted the ridge far enough to see over it. The land was pitted and scarred, though the indentations and knolls were wiped out by the brilliance of the light and the haze of the heat. He knew that within a hundred paces of him a dozen mysteries could be concealed.

Again he saw nothing. Behind him, the canelo started the rumble of a whicker. McAllister moved fast now, whirling and clamping a hand over the animal’s nostrils. And he knew that out of the corner of his eye he had seen what alarmed the horse. Hastily, he whipped the bandanna from around His throat and bound the animal’s nose, allowing it only enough air to breathe.

Once more he climbed the ridge and now he looked northwest and saw the ponies in the arroyo.

Indians.

They could mean anything. He could mount, circle them widely and never hear from them again. Which was his inclination. Or they could be trouble that had boiled over from the reservation. They could be a raiding party up from their sanctuary below the Border. In any event, he could avoid them.

Then he heard the shot.

Just one shot that floated lazily through the hot air. An incongruous, tiny sound in a world of vast vistas. Insignificant in volume. Maybe significant in meaning.

Then he heard the yell and it was the cry he had heard when he had served as a boy in the War between the States. The Rebel Yell. A small response to it rose in him.

Now his eye caught the drift of black smoke that followed the shot. The sun glinted on the barrel of a rifle, winking brightly for a brief moment. The scene was still again.

McAllister waited with the patience of an Indian hunter, not moving, knowing like the Indian’ that stillness was protection.

Minutes passed.

Something brightly colored flitted at the edge of his sight and was gone and he knew that he’d seen the bright shirt of an Indian below him. Another shot came and he knew from the drift of the smoke that either there was more than one man down there defending himself or the solitary man had shifted his position. This time lie saw the lead hit. A small spurt of dust was kicked up almost immediately below McAllister. He lay down full-length on the ridge and inspected the country below him and almost at once he saw the two men sprawled out on the flat rocks.

He knew now that he was committed to the defenders. Whether they were in the right or wrong, he was committed to them. Reason did not come into it. This was Apache land. This parched stretch of useless desert was something they called their own, yet even this was denied to them and the whiteman had all the moral arguments on his side. The Apache was cruel, his ways savage. He stole cattle, sheep and horses. He looted defenseless villages, he took white children captive, he raped white women and if he caught a whiteman alone he did things to him that turned a man’s stomach. He was a specialist in unspeakable cruelty.

McAllister knew that was no more than the surface of the argument. The tale was a long and bitter one, starting in the days when the Apache had come down from the north and invaded the land of peaceful Indians. Later they had met the northward-bound Spaniards head-on. Two races meeting, both of whom believed they were right. At first the Apache had thought he could be friends with the Anglo-Saxon because both of them despised the Mexican. The Apache played up his despising of the Mexican, but in fact the Mexican was his greatest danger, for the people from south of the Border waged war in the same ruthless way that the Indians did. They too could show a bitter lack of mercy. They too nurtured memories of atrocities committed. They too paid their debts. The Apache they treated like the wolves who stole their sheep. He was a pariah and a scourge. Worse, he was a heathen.

History put McAllister on the side of the men who fought the Apache, yet his own past connected him in some way with the savage tribesmen. He saw them not just as barbarians, but as men with problems of their own.

In a few minutes, he knew, he would be risking his life for the man who was holed up in the rocks below and that man could be a creature not worth saving. It was a sobering thought.

Just the same, he didn’t hesitate.

Turning, he released the canelo’s nose, stepped into the saddle and drew his Henry rifle from the boot under his right leg. The butt and breech were so hot to the touch that to hold it was almost unbearable.

He trotted the horse along the ridge and, as soon as he came to the far edge of it, he saw the running figures of the Indians below him. They were closing in for the kill, estimating maybe that the defender was low or completely out of ammunition.

McAllister halted, lifted the brass-bound butt of the Henry into his right shoulder and fired.

A running Apache seemed to trip on his own feet and go down.

The three or four men with him stopped in their tracks, momentarily off-balance mentally, turning to see where the shot came from. McAllister levered and gave them another. He found, as he did always in such situations that he was utterly calm. His life depended on that calm.

As the men recovered themselves and dove for cover, he kicked the horse into sudden action and darted back along the ridge, covering the ground he had already ridden over. Halfway along the ridge, he turned the canelo right and put it over the ridge-top, sending it hop-jumping down the steep gradient beyond.

The men below him were aware of his coming. He could see three of them turning and saw also that there was not a gun among them. One braced his feet against a rock and bent his bow. McAllister gigged the canelo to the left and fired again. He missed and heard the slug whine into the heavens off stone.

The Indians were dodging to right and left now, unafraid, but using their skill at this kind of fighting. They went out on either side of him, so that he was immediately outflanked. They would get in close enough for first the bow and then the knives. He countered their moves by swinging abruptly to the right so that he faced one man only, rode straight down on him and levered for another shot.

The man disappeared as if into the unbroken surface of the earth. McAllister abandoned this objective and promptly whirled the canelo south, driving at the two men who were bounding down upon him. They moved with an incredible speed, for the Apache was primarily a foot-fighter. They leapt as agile as goats from boulder to boulder, disappearing abruptly from view one second and reappearing somewhere else in the next.

McAllister was crossing a small flat and as he neared the rocks over which the men advanced, he turned his horse again so that they would be forced to come out into the open if they wanted to reach him. One of them at least was suckered into doing this, one who was confident of running down a horseman. Glancing back, McAllister saw this man no more than a dozen yards to his rear, coming on hard.

Now it was up to the skill of the canelo. McAllister made the animal break pace and turned it on a space no larger than a handkerchief. For a moment, McAllister and the Apache were on a collision course. He saw the sudden alarm in the Indian’s eyes and, at the last moment, the fellow dodged to one side. But he was too late. McAllister swung the flat of the rifle-butt into his face and knocked him spinning from his feet.

Never allow an enemy to know what you’ll do next. Never do the expected. McAllister turned the canelo away from the rocks, allowed the horse two jumps north and once more turned it south. This move brought the man with the bow into view, weapon half-raised to send a lethal arrow in McAllister’s direction.

McAllister fired and missed.

The man started to run. Which was a mistake—he should have dropped into cover. McAllister spoke to his horse and the animal stood stock-still. McAllister levered the Henry and shot the Indian through the left buttock. That should provide the man not only acute physical discomfort but social embarrassment as well. No warrior could be proud of returning to his people from a raid with a slug in his butt.

McAllister now ran the canelo north again.

The defender was now firing, which showed that he still retained some ammunition. Some of the attackers were heading for their horses at a pace that would have worn down a wolf. The Indian ponies were spooking this way and that. An Indian rode out of the arroyo, leading a couple of horses and at once two warriors bounded astride. McAllister swerved west, firing from the saddle of his racing horse. That changed the minds of the two mounted men and they turned back into the arroyo again. This created chaos as they went among the loose stock. There were several strident yells.

McAllister now sighted a man crouched down in some rocks which were shaded over by some sparse brush. He rode past him, halted his horse and bawled: ‘Let’s get out of here.’

The man fired one more shot and rolled over to stare at McAllister.

He was a man deep in shock. His eyes had that wild otherworldly look. Near him lay his horse with the flies black on the head wound that had killed it.

‘I’m kind of crippled,’ the man said.

McAllister shoved the Henry away in its boot and stepped from the saddle. Keeping his eyes on the Indians, he walked toward the man. He had been shot through the right thigh. The wound was covered by some bloodstained rag.

‘Give me your bandanna,’ McAllister said.

The man took the cloth from around his neck. McAllister took it, tied it around the leg above the wound, broke a stout twig from the brush, inserted it in the loop of the bandanna and twisted it. He tied it firm with the loose ends of the bandanna.

‘Now get on your feet,’ McAllister told him.

‘I can’t do that.’

‘You get on your feet,’ McAllister told him, ‘or you stay right where you’re at and you settle whatever it is between you an’ your friends over yonder.’

The man looked at him, aghast. But he started to heave himself to his feet, using his rifle as a lever. McAllister caught him by the scruff of his neck and helped him. On his feet, the man stood shaking. McAllister walked to the canelo, brought it dose and lifted the man into the saddle.

‘Do you have any shells for that carbine?’ McAllister asked.

‘I have three left.’ The man looked as if he’d pitch out of the saddle.

McAllister said: ‘Looks like I came along just in time. Now loop your belt over the horn.’ The man obeyed.

McAllister looked back and saw that the Apaches were all mounted now. They were bunched up, talking among themselves. This, he thought, was going to be a damned close-run thing. The canelo was the best horse a man could have, but it would be carrying double and an Apache could get more out of a horse than any whiteman living.

McAllister vaulted onto the rump of the horse, got the lines in his left hand and moved out.

‘Any minute,’ McAllister said, ‘an’ them bastards’re goin’ to be swarmin’ all over us. You use that belt-gun. Hear?’

The man grunted.

‘We should of stayed holed up,’ he muttered.

‘Boy,’ McAllister told him. ‘You stay holed up if that’s the way you want it. Suits me.’

The Indians were on the move, cantering their horses forward with the line of the ridge behind them, kicking up the dust, starting to spread out so that the guns of the whitemen would be turned on some while others would dart in for the kill.

McAllister called to his horse and the animal bunched its powerful muscles and jumped forward. It ran west at a hard lope, straining under its heavy burden, McAllister knew that even this horse could not carry them far at this pace, but he prayed it would get them where he wanted to go. Possibly, the Apaches were already aware of his goal,

They rode thus for some ten minutes, the Apaches slowly increasing the distance between them and their quarry, McAllister began to think that he wouldn’t make it and he didn’t much like the idea of trying to fight them off out here in the open. He and this wounded man would with luck live for another hour. Then they would be buzzard bait and that would be the finish of Remington McAllister son of the redoubtable Chad of doubtful memory.

The canelo was still giving its best, It would do so until it dropped. It was that kind of horse. McAllister regretted that the animal should be sacrificed for this man in front of him who had maybe brought the fight on himself. McAllister had already been forced to fire on men with whom he had no quarrel. The heat, the discomfort of the ride and the fear that was now starting to mount in him cut the fuse on the powder-keg of his temper pretty short, Before he cashed in, he’d kick the ass off somebody.

Then he sighted the canyon, He was in sight of his goal, but there was still a good way to go yet. They rode into it.

‘This is a box,’ the man in front of him said. ‘We’re finished.’

‘It’s a box,’ McAllister said, ‘We ain’t finished. Not by a long chalk.’

The canyon was about a half-mile wide with steep sides. Its floor was fairly flat, scattered with boulders and brash which was quite thick in places. McAllister chose the straightest path through these obstacles because he knew every second counted now. Now he drove the canelo to the limit of its strength. Again the animal responded. But it was beginning to labor from its efforts in the lethal heat. Behind, the leading Indians were within some fifty yards of them and coming on hard and fast, beating their ponies with quirts and bow-hafts. This was their ultimate—the running of a quarry to ground, the smell of fear, the death thrust or the saving of a victim for a fate that excelled In crude artistry. But McAllister rode in hope now. He was in sight of the spot he wanted, Curving left he headed for a long sharp slope that rose to a mighty overhang of rock. In front of him reared the blind end of the canyon, composed, it seemed, from steep, unclimbable rocks. If they couldn’t hold off the Indians here, they couldn’t do it anywhere.

At the base of this slope of loose shale that ran up to the overhang, there were some giant boulders. McAllister rounded these, drew to a halt and slipped off the rear of the horse. He pulled the Henry from its sheath, levered a round into the breech and fired three carefully spaced shots. The Apaches faded from sight.

McAllister turned to the wounded man who was leaning forward on the saddlehorn his face drawn with pain and shock.

‘You see that overhang up yonder? You ride up there. I’ll cover you from here. Up there, you get the horse well back out of sight an’ then you give me coverin’ fire. You got that?’

The man nodded.

McAllister snarled: ‘Git movin’, man. We don’t have all day.’

The stranger turned the horse and started up the slope of shale. The canelo had a fight to make headway. It seemed to slide back one pace in three. The man cursed it. McAllister checked the loading tube in the butt of the Henry and found that he had some three left.

He moved off to his right, going as quietly as he knew how. He halted and waited. They knew he was somewhere around here.

A gun sounded a good distance to his left and he heard the ball strike the shale near the man and horse climbing. He dreaded the canelo being hit. He saw the drifting smoke of the marksman and watched the area.

His attention on the spot was too concentrated.

He heard the swish of an arrow and the shaft hit a boulder not an inch from his arm and fell to the ground. He moved fast, running hard to the left, throwing himself down and rolling as another gun roared. He knew he’d been a damned fool to stay down here. Then, he’d been born a damn fool and his father was one before him.

There came the sound of a man running forward. Above the pad of the feet, he could hear the heaving of the man’s excited breath.

McAllister came up on one knee, reached his Remington pistol from leather and laid his thumb on the hammer.

A polka-dotted shirt flashed into view.

McAllister fired, but even as his finger pressed the trigger he knew that he had made a mistake. A mistake that could cost him his life.

The man was no longer there to receive his bullet. But there was a second man, cutting in from McAllister’s right. As he turned to meet the new danger, he knew that he had not rid himself of the other.

He fired as the second man dropped from view as he bounded down from a boulder and McAllister was left with no target and with two skilled men running in on him.

If he turned and fled, he would die from a blow from behind. If he stayed where he was, he would be in a cross-fire.

He charged to the left, ducking around and under brush. His hat was knocked from his head and hung down his back by its rawhide thong. He ran ten yards and found nothing. He whirled as the man launched himself. He lifted the Remington, thumbed and fired. Missed in the heat of the moment and a butcher knife lunged in glittering death for his belly.

He arched himself and struck down with the gun.

Steel barrel cracked on flesh-covered bone.

The man back-paced one, changed the knife to his left hand. His breathing was hard, his lips drawn back from large teeth. The coarse black hair hung over his eyes and they were as savage as those of a cornered cougar.

The knife-arm lifted and came down. McAllister parried it awkwardly and felt the steel lightly touch his flesh. He flinched away and struck into the face close to his with the chamber of the gun.

The man staggered back and over his shoulder, McAllister saw the second man running forward.

He hammered and triggered. The man turned abruptly and stepped to one side, revealing his fellow, rifle in hand, The man halted to trigger and McAllister dove to the left, hit rock, hurt himself and rolled. The roar of the heavy gun was stunning. He raised himself on one elbow, lifted the Remington and triggered off another shot. The man stared at him for a moment as if undecided. McAllister didn’t know if he had hit him or not. But the next moment, he was gone.

McAllister raised himself up and staggered to his feet.

What now, for God’s sake?

Were there any more near?

He looked up and saw that the stranger on his horse was two-thirds of the way up to the overhang. He could be counted out. He hadn’t fired a single shot.

McAllister worked his way through the rocks and brush toward the base of the shale, going with enormous caution. He could hear an Indian calling further down the canyon. At the foot of the shale, he hesitated, not liking to expose himself to the enemy. But finally, he nerved himself and started up it.

He could feel their eyes on him as he mounted, slipping and sliding. His shirt-sleeve had been slashed open and it was bloodstained. He reckoned the wound wasn’t much. The arm worked well enough.

He heard the twang of a bow and an arrow hummed past him to clatter on the shale. He kept on, knowing that even if he turned and searched he would see nothing. Either luck was with him now or it wasn’t. He put his pistol away and reloaded the Henry with a fresh tube. The nearly empty one he stuffed into a pocket. He slipped and fell. A gun sounded from further along the canyon and the bullet splintered shale near him.

The stranger had reached the top. McAllister heard the canelo walking into the cave under the overhang.

McAllister yelled: ‘Give me some cover, for the love of God!’

There was no reply. Had the damned fool passed out?

McAllister climbed on.

Another arrow hummed at him and missed his foot by an inch. He halted, jacked a round into the breech of the Henry and took a look around. A man was darting forward through the rocks below. McAllister let off a shot, but the fellow was out of sight before the bullet left the barrel.

Smart bastards, McAllister thought.

There came a rifle shot and something plucked at McAllister’s right sleeve. He turned and hurried on up. The muscles of his back crept in the expectancy of a bullet. He hadn’t enjoyed himself less in all his life.

Two more shots. Both wide. But not wide enough for comfort.

Then there came the crack of a rifle from above.

A little song sang itself inside McAllister. He looked up, saw the rifle muzzle and the drifting smoke. Now there was more of a chance. He climbed on, slipping and sliding, reaching halfway. He stopped and looked back, as much to get his breath as anything. He could see the Indian ponies under the guard of a young warrior down the canyon, Nearer at hand he saw an Apache creeping forward. The man above gave him a shot and he jumped for cover. McAllister turned and went on. There was a little more shooting, but nothing that provided any great danger. He didn’t doubt that the Indians didn’t have powder to waste.

When he reached the flat shelf under the overhang, he found the stranger lying at the edge, resting his head on’ the breech of his rifle. McAllister bent and touched him on the shoulder. The man turned his head and looked at him.

‘Now they wait till we die of thirst,’ the man said with quiet bitterness.

‘They’ll wait a hell of a long time,’ McAllister told him. ‘There’s water up here. I ain’t as plumb stupid as I look. Which maybe is a small comfort.’

‘Indians don’t have too much patience,’ the man said with the certainty of the ignorant. ‘A couple of hours and they’ll lose interest.’

‘I knew a feller,’ said McAllister, ‘who was holed up for a week by Apach’.’

‘Is that a fact?’ said the man. He looked disconcerted.

‘That leg of yourn,’ McAllister said. ‘You kind of twist it around so I can get at it while you keep an eye on the country.’ 

The fellow’s leg was a mess, as McAllister found when he released the tourniquet and cut away the pants leg. The ball was still in the flesh and it must be as big as a cannonball. McAllister wondered how this man would feel if he learned he might have to use one leg. One leg wasn’t much use to a riding man. That started McAllister thinking about the stranger. He wasn’t a cowhand, that was for sure. McAllister didn’t know how he knew that, but he did. His hands were calloused, but ropes had not done the hardening. He was about McAllister’s age, which was pushing toward thirty. His hair was a gingerish brown and he hadn’t shaved in a week or more. This left a strangely dark stubble on his cheeks and chin. The long upper lip was covered with the fashionably heavy mustache. The eyes were clear gray and they looked straight at you when he spoke.

The clothes were rough and worn, and for a couple of reasons McAllister surmised that they did not belong to the man who wore them. First, they didn’t fit him, but were for a man an inch or two shorter and an inch or two slimmer around the chest and waist. This man was every inch of six feet and made to match the height. The belly was flat and the muscles of his arms and legs hard. Second, this was not the kind of man who wore this kind of clothes. This man should be a dresser.

‘You know this leg is real bad?’ McAllister asked.

‘I know it.’

‘The lead’s in there an’ I have to dig it out.’

‘I know that too and I’ll be obliged to you.’ 

McAllister walked back into the cave to where the canelo stood. He unsaddled the animal and carried his saddlebags back to the stranger.

‘Name’s Remington McAllister,’ he said.

The name brought recognition to the eyes of the other man. He paused a moment before replying.

‘Roy Stringer,’ he said.

And that was that.

McAllister took reloads from the Henry and laid them on the floor of the cave. He tossed a box of loose shells to the stranger and said: ‘Those’ll fit your carbine.’

‘I could use a drink
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