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	The Home of Great Western Fiction

	 


When the consignment of illegal arms the Gringos were shipping south to the Mexican rebels was blown out of the water, they were forced to go to Zapata empty-handed. Emiliano Zapata, the deadliest rebel of them all ...

	He could have had them killed on the spot. Instead he held one of them hostage and sent the others to hijack a government arms train. They all knew what would happen if they failed—but failure wasn’t a word the Gringos knew. Even if they had to blast and shoot their way through the hell that was Mexico to prove it!
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	‘Shoot all the brave horses

	And how will we ride?’

	—John Stewart

	 


 

	For Carole: in the hope that all your roads are not in vain.

	 


 

	 

	Author’s Note

	 

	THE TERM GRINGO is a colloquial Mexican expression for any white man. It is, essentially, meaningless. Its derivation is fascinating:

	During the early fighting in Mexico many North American soldiers of fortune flocked to the rebel cause. They chose, as a kind of battle hymn, the old folk song ‘Green Grow The Rushes’. Finding the words difficult to pronounce, the Mexicans abbreviated the opening words to gringo.

	 


 

	Foreword

	 

	FROM THE LATTER years of the nineteenth century, Mexico was under the grip of the dictator, Diaz. The guiding principle of his rule was pan o palo—bread or the club. ‘A dog with a bone in its mouth neither kills nor steals.’ But as the turn of the century came nearer Diaz became more and more the agent of foreign capitalism; there were less and less bones for his hungry people.

	Under the revolutionary slogan ‘Tierra y Libertad’ armed struggle grew. Inspired by this, the idealist Francisco Madero returned to Mexico and took power in 1911. Two years later a counter-revolution forced him to quit the capital and hand over command of the army to General Victoriano Huerta. From February 9th to 18th, 1913, Mexico suffered the Decena Tragica—the Ten Days of Tragedy. While Huerta’s troops shelled and gunned down those fighting to restore Diaz, Huerta and Diaz were meeting secretly and agreeing a division of the spoils. Huerta was to be provisional President with Diaz as his successor. This meeting was arranged with the assistance of the US Ambassador, Henry Lane Wilson. Wilson’s main desire was to protect the financial interests of American shareholders—which meant keeping from power the revolutionary leaders who wished to restore Mexico to the Mexicans.

	There were three main factions opposed to Huerta. In the north, the Governor of Coahuila, Venustiano Carranza, established an alternative seat of government at Nogales. His armies, led by Pablo Gonzalez and Alvaro Obregon, fought in an uneasy alliance with the visionary bandit leader, Pancho Villa. To the south, the forces of Emiliano Zapata continued to advance over the land, leaving men in their wake to till it.

	America watched the conflict with interest—self-interest. President Woodrow Wilson set up an arms embargo which was designed to prevent further sales to the revolutionary movements in the north of Mexico. This embargo lasted from the summer of 1913 until the early spring of 1914.

	 

	J. D. SANDON

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	ACRID SMOKE ROSE swiftly, blacking the first full light of the day’s sun.

	The lieutenant of the federales adjusted his goggles and stared down at the scattering of wood huts as the fire caught and spread. Peones ran aimlessly, caught asleep or barely woken, eyes seeing nothing clearly, bones aching from the hardness of the bare ground on which their straw petates had been spread.

	The federales rode amongst them, firing their pistols from close range, hacking down into the panicking bodies with their swords. Soon the crackle and hiss of burning wood and the shrill whinnying of horses was drowned out in the shrieks and screams of butchered, dying men.

	And then those, too, began to fade.

	The lieutenant slipped his Colt .45, unfired, back into its holster. A smile played at the corners of his mouth, where the black hairs of his moustache merged with the specks of unshaven stubble.

	It was the only way to deal with them—peasant bastards! Sons of bastards!

	Pacificos!

	Too timid and frightened to fight themselves, they gave food and shelter to the rebels. Passed on information. Lied. Spied.

	There was no other way to treat them. Wipe out enough of these small settlements of sympathizers and the rebels’ support will fade away, disappear.

	The lieutenant turned sideways, his eyes following the line of the horizon to the west. It wavered, a dark blue line that seemed to rise and fall like a strange sea. And, immediately below it, someone running.

	Out on the flat of the field, head bobbing up and down through the dark blue and into the dull orange that spread above it.

	The peon wore loose white trousers, a baggy white shirt. His hair was brown, the face beneath it young and starred with sweat. His feet, bare, pounded the turned earth of the field. They pummeled the ground, toes and the balls of his feet pressing into it, seeking to spring off it.

	Fast.

	Fast.

	Faster.

	A pain caught at his throat, high at the back of it, burning him; his eyes narrowed and filled with water. Low in his right side a fresh pain began to drive into him—as if someone had pushed a blade between his ribs. Sword. Spear.

	Stones cut upwards into the soles of his feet, tearing the skin, tugging at the flesh. The faster he tried to run, the more they cut into him, slowing him.

	No!

	The peon flung his head to the side and was blinded by the sun.

	The lieutenant watched, the smile growing on his face. Let the fool get further, further. Let him think he was going to escape. The officer’s handsome head nodded: it was good.

	When he thought the peon had got far enough, the lieutenant raised a gloved hand. The sergeant saw the signal and rode his horse up the slope away from the debris of blackening wood.

	The lieutenant pointed: the sergeant followed the line of the outstretched arm and saw his quarry. He saluted and summoned one of his men. Two of them would be sufficient.

	Four hundred yards away, the peon was breathing loudly, gulping in air through his open mouth, his lungs straining with the effort. No longer running straight, his body rolled from side to side, his path meandered. For seconds at a time his eyes would be closed.

	At the sound of hoofbeats, he turned, past the round of the sim, seeing the two federales galloping towards him.

	No! No!

	He pushed his hand against his side, trying to move the pain away. One of the pains. Thoughts rushed his brain: fragments of a life that had never been. Never been more than a promise. A promise of promises.

	Crops that might grow the following year.

	Rain that might fall.

	A god who might answer an endless succession of prayers.

	Now there was Carranza, Governor of Coahuila, leader of a rebellion that was supposed to bring better times for the people of the land.

	And to the west, Villa.

	Pancho Villa.

	He had wanted to leave his home, leave the land they worked for the hacendado and join the rebels. But his father had forbidden him; his mother had pleaded. She had sunk to her knees and implored him, tears on her worn, lined face. Do not leave me. I am sick. If you go I will not see you again.

	Finally: I shall die. A son should be with a mother when she dies.

	He had been.

	He had seen her run from the hut that morning, frightened by the blazing timbers that threatened to fall in on her. Run into the horse of one of the federales and get knocked to the ground. Lift an arm towards him, beseeching him to help her up. And, as he ran towards her, another of the federales had fired his Colt into her face.

	Lines, worries, all had disappeared in a welter of blood that seemed to spring from the top of her neck like a flower bursting from its stem.

	So: he had been with her when she died.

	And now he was running for his life, conscious that the two riders were closing in on him with every pace, each breath. The sound thundered about him, filling his ears, his mind; obliterating all else.

	A piece of stone jutted unevenly from the soil and he stubbed his toe against it, jolting himself sideways and almost losing his balance. As he spread his arms and tried to recover, he was aware of a sharpness that seemed to burn his back, crossing below his shoulder blade. Something that sang through his skin.

	Riders on either side of him, deafening him, blotting out the sun.

	He reached round with his hand, pushing the fingers high behind him. Brought them back bright with blood.

	He heard a word that he could not recognize and glanced upwards, seeing the flicker of the blade. Some sense of survival made him hurl his body to the ground and then roll. Roll fast, teeth gritted; pain, new pain, blinding him from where the federale had struck into his back.

	Watching through field-glasses, the lieutenant saw one of his men ride on too far. The peon clambered to his feet and ran off in another direction, at right angles to the first, directly into the sun. The smile slipped from the lieutenant’s face and he lowered the glasses, pushing his goggles back down from his forehead.

	Again the peon was running, heading straight into the orange ball of light. Round: so big and bright.

	The bulk of the horse: behind him: beside him.

	Hiss of the blade.

	He flung himself to the right, feeling the wind of the sword as it swung by his falling body. He scrambled round on his hands and knees, watching as the second rider turned his horse through a half circle to come round behind him.

	His hand closed on a piece of flint.

	He sprang up, arm thrown back, the stone tight between his fingers. The sergeant came straight at him, sword pointing down from the side of his body, aiming for the peon’s chest.

	The flint flew through the air, flashed with sunlight as it sped, striking the man in the eye. Almost unable to believe what had happened, the peon stood and watched the sword drop to the ground; the federale with both hands to his face, toppling sideways from the saddle.

	At an angle him, the second man stopped also.

	The peon began to run: once more towards the sun.

	The federale hesitated, then went over to where his sergeant lay on the ground. He got down and helped him into a sitting position, trying not to stare at the blood that trickled between his fingers and at what lay beyond.

	‘Get him!’

	Still the man hesitated, uncertain.

	‘Get him!’

	Fifty, sixty, seventy yards off, the peon still ran, scrambled, floundered over the ruts of the field. Over his wounded, smarting shoulder he heard and saw the pursuit taken up again. He knew he could not expect such luck with a second stone.

	If only the horse would go lame.

	If something would happen. Now.

	This time when he glanced round he saw the man’s face, little older than his own, cheeks red with the effort of what he was doing. Hand clutching the sword firmly, holding it high.

	No older than me, the peon thought. The same as me. Why will he kill me? For whom? Some General at a desk? Some hacendado who lives in the big city?

	The peon almost laughed: for money.

	Wages.

	The sun was large, filling his vision as he ran into it. Waves of heat and light. He changed direction again, again, again; the man behind him was having difficulty in turning his horse as quickly. Run. Turn. Run. Turn. Run.

	On the far side of the wide field ran the road. Narrow and flat. All the way into Saltillo. The peon pushed his right arm over his face, smearing sweat across his eyes, blurring them. Yet even then it was there.

	The car.

	A motor car. Long and black.

	For no reason, the peon ran towards it, arms falling by his sides, breath ripping at his throat now, each pace causing him as much agony as the wound in his back.

	Perhaps with others looking on, he would not be killed. And, indeed, the federale had slackened his pace, was trotting after him now. His sword arm was lowered, uncertainly.

	Run. Run.

	The car grew in size and detail. He could see the doors, the windows as separate. The shape of a man sitting in the rear seat, his face by the window, looking out. Another person in front. In uniform, but not a federale. Not a soldier.

	‘Please ...’

	The peon called out and raised his hand, almost losing his footing. As if in answer the front door of the car swung open although neither of the people in it seemed to have moved.

	Seeing this, the rider spurred his horse forward, striking down with the loose ends of the reins, rocking his body backwards and forwards in the saddle.

	He moved into a curve, advancing on the fleeing peasant from an angle. Sword shining in the sun, stars flickering from its tip, the federale leaned forward, mouth open, eyes bright and staring at the man’s already bleeding back. The white of his shirt stained and sticking to his skin.

	The peon ran faster, summoning energy that he had not known existed.

	The car. The open door. Face at the window.

	Yes!

	He was ... He was ...

	The man in the light-gray uniform moved quickly in his seat, turning towards the field. Something in his hands. Darker than his uniform. The peon raised both arms; his eyes widened as the object took shape for him.

	The first shot kicked into his stomach before he heard the sound of the explosion breaking about his ears. He stopped abruptly, as though he had run into some invisible wall. By that time the second shot had hurled him to one side, having smashed through his ribs on the right, high up.

	The next two shells were grouped close together, passing through the flesh of his left arm and entering his side inches below the heart.

	The gun was withdrawn and the car door closed.

	From his saddle the federale stared down at the peasant as he writhed on the ground, his arms and legs moving like a fish that is thrown onto dry land. Last convulsions of a life.

	The peon dragged the dirt into his hands, plowing it with his fingertips; coughing gouts of deep red blood into it. Through fading eyes he saw the outline of the black car. Stationary.

	Black.

	Car.

	He tried to remember something important but it eluded him. Tried to ...

	The fingers jerked once into the dry ground.

	The man in the rear of the car tapped on the glass that divided him from his driver and seconds later the engine fired and the car slid away along the flat, narrow road.

	The federale watched the smoke from its exhaust until it was no longer visible, then he dismounted. The peasant was dead, all right. Holes in him that you could push the fingers of a hand into: if you doubted.

	The federale did not doubt. But because he wanted to be more a part of the man’s death, he turned him over onto his back with his boot, careful not to get blood on it. Then he took his sword and placed the point against the center of his throat, below the Adam’s apple. Both hands to the hilt he pressed downwards.

	He was disappointed that so little blood spurted up along the blade.

	When he pulled out the sword and bent to clean it, he looked again along the road to the town. It was empty and above it the sun continued to rise.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	CADE ONSLOW SAT in the lounge of the hotel, arms spread wide across the sides of the easy chair. Brown coat sleeves against moss green upholstery. A copy of the Houston newspaper lay rolled on the floor by his right boot. Onslow had already read it several times—the sections that he wanted to read.

	Didn’t want to read.

	Despite growing pressures from a number of senators, Woodrow Wilson was still insisting that the embargo on exporting arms into Mexico remain. The American Ambassador to Mexico was strongly in favor of supporting the government of General Victoriano Huerta. This for obvious and definite reasons. Firm government meant stable trading and the extent of American investment in Mexico was vast and still growing.

	Not only did the rebel groups wish to overthrow the existing government, they seemingly wanted to arrange for a redistribution of wealth away from foreign investors and towards the Mexican people.

	Unthinkable!

	Now the vast herds of Hearst cattle were rustled by Pancho Villa’s bandits and sold across the border for arms and ammunition. The trains that should have been making profits for the owners of American bonds were doing little but shunt numbers of troops from one skirmish to another.

	The voices of such as William Randolph Hearst and oil magnate Albert B. Fall, clamored loud and long for armed intervention on behalf of Huerta’s government. Woodrow Wilson would not be influenced to that extent, but neither would he align himself with those who saw the best chance for eventual peace in backing the opposition to Huerta.

	So, for now, the embargo stayed.

	It was an offence to buy arms in the United States and take them south of the border into Mexico.

	Which was why Cade Onslow was beginning to feel more than a little anxious. Three days ago he had arrived in Galveston with three men: their objective—to purchase arms. They had gone onto the island singly, had made the journey from two different places on the border. Laredo and Matamoros.

	It had taken Onslow less than a day to find the man he wanted. Another day of haggling over the price. Now there were crates waiting in a warehouse on the edge of the harbor. Wooden crates nailed fast and each one held again by a double steel band. Inside the wood there was thick, oiled paper. Inside that ...

	Hawkins machine-guns.

	Winchester ’95s.

	Colt .45 automatics.

	Colt Lightning .38s.

	Shells. Shells. Shells.

	Onslow coughed and uncrossed his legs, recrossing them the other way. For a comfortable chair, it sure was starting to feel damned uncomfortable.

	The salesman had picked the place—the second best hotel in town. The time also. Now he was twenty five minutes late and Cade Onslow’s temper was burning on a short fuse.

	In the inside pocket of his coat a large number of dollar bills weighed heavily. Under the flap of his coat the pistol bulged from its brown leather holster.

	Onslow went tense as he saw the shape of a Texas Ranger through the lace curtain at the side of the window to the street. The Ranger seemed to hesitate, then turn his head and look into the hotel lounge. Onslow steadied his breathing, did not allow his own head to move, but looked back, seeing the Ranger’s face yet not seeing it. Not wishing to make his interest seem too obvious.

	After a few moments, the Ranger stepped away and began walking down the street. Onslow released his breath slowly.

	The fingers of his right hand clenched and unclenched.

	He checked his watch: if the man didn’t come after half an hour he would leave and try to make contact later.

	Onslow bent down and picked up the newspaper again, flipping over the pages, one to the other, glancing at the beginnings of columns and then passing on.

	There were too many other things to think about. Not just what was happening here, in Galveston. What was to follow.

	The arms had to be shipped south, to Vera Cruz. From there they had to be taken across land to where Zapata was waiting south of Mexico City.

	Zapata: he only knew of him by name; name and rumor. Onslow remembered Villa’s face when he had spoken of him—a mixture of scorn and admiration. A fighter, yes, but what does he do with the land he conquers? His men stop and farm it!

	A farmer!

	A peasant farmer!

	Yet behind
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