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Captain Cyrus Pinner, the white man who slaughtered Oro’s family has been seen in San Francisco–so once again the Apache resumes his hunt for revenge. On the way, Oro joins up with a married couple who have strayed from their group. Although they dislike him, they allow him to travel with them for the Apache can save them. After several days on the trail the man attacks Oro. The wife is killed and Cuchillo takes the wagon and leaves the man behind. In San Francisco Oro finds what he’s looking for–but just as he is about to take Pinner by surprise some recognizes him and a huge brawl breaks out. Oro kills a man with his famed golden knife–but it’s not his intended victim–and the chase is on. But where can he go? The only escape the city is by sea–and Oro wouldn’t go to sea to save his life–or would he?
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Chapter One

 


‘CALL ME ISHMAEL!’

‘What?’

‘Call me Ishmael!’

‘Fishmeal?’

‘Ishmael!’

‘Damn foolish name!’

‘You spigot-suckin’ son of a
bitch!’

Instead of replying with his mouth, the tall
sailor would have done better to have used his fists. The other man
did.

His first punch sunk deep into Ishmael’s
midriff, doubling him up like a child’s puppet, breath whooshing
from his lungs like a steam pump. As Ishmael’s head went down, it
met the other man’s knee coming up. The big man’s teeth crashed
together with a dreadful splintering sound, and bright blood
spurted out across the beer-soaked sawdust of the waterfront
saloon.

‘You bastard!’

The shout came from near the bar, from a
short, dark-haired man in a checked jacket, his collar turned up
against the cold. Although the potbellied stove at the center of
the room glowed a dull red, the icy Pacific wind found its way
through the cracks, funneled in across the San Francisco Bay.

Ishmael was on his hands and knees, shaking
his head. Blood sprinkled the floor and he coughed up white
fragments of bone mingled with threads of yellow spittle and vomit
while he fought for breath. Sightless eyes blinking, he braced his
fingers against the wooden floor as he tried to lift himself
up.

His opponent stood, straddle-legged like a
dunghill rooster, ignoring the cry from behind him, balanced easily
on the balls of his feet, a dark blue pea jacket stretched tight
over his broad shoulders.

‘I said you’re a bastard!’
repeated the shout from the bar.

‘I’ll be with you in a minute,
pilgrim,’ he replied, picking his moment. He was waiting until
Ishmael was just beginning to rise, hands clear of the floor, head
up, the bloody cavern of his mouth whistling and bubbling as he
recovered his breath.

In the darkest corner of the Spouter Inn,
below a picture of a lady friend of its owner, Peter Coffin, sat a
solitary figure. San Francisco in the sixties was a colorful,
free-running, cosmopolitan community: convicts, Mexicans, Germans,
Irish, Texicans. Every roughneck west of the Pecos finally drifted
there, attracted by its freedom and by the ships that would carry
you to the ends of the earth and back again—just as long as your
money lasted.

Some of the ships didn’t even worry about
your money. Many of the clippers and whalers found themselves short
of crews for their long and hazardous journeys so the wary took
care where and what they drank, making sure their glasses were free
of any sleeping drafts. To fall asleep either drunk or drugged in
the gutters of Frisco could well mean a rude awakening with a
bucket of salt water in your face and a knotted rope’s end across
your back, two days out of the bay–with a whaling trip of a year or
more to look forward to.

But the man in the corner looked a careful
sort of person. The saloon contained the scrapings from a whole lot
of barrels, from all parts of the country, and from a few countries
beyond. Men who’d spit in the eye of the devil, and risk their
lives against the great whales. Not a man there had bothered the
stranger, giving him a wide berth.

Ishmael was halfway up, hands dangling at
his sides as though he’d forgotten them. Suddenly his opponent, a
barrel-chested Indiana Hoosier, pivoted on his left leg and kicked
him in the face, following through like he was kicking a dog out of
church. His iron-cleated boot smashed the sailor under the jaw,
ramming his mouth shut for the second time in a minute. There was
the same clatter of splintering teeth. But this time there was also
a different noise.

A sharp click sounded like when you set your
heel to a dry twig in the Vermont winter. For a bizarre moment,
Ishmael’s head folded back, the open eyes staring blankly at the
soot-crusted ceiling. Then blood gushed again from his mouth and he
slipped gently to the floor, lying motionless.

‘He’s flukes over,’ said someone
in sudden silence.

The Hoosier turned around, his mouth
twitching in an uneasy smile as he faced the crowded room. ‘Never
meant to scupper him like that, mates,’ he said. ‘Must have had a
weak neck, to break like that.’

In the corner, the lone man stood up,
ignored by the company, and carefully placed a handful of loose
change on the wet table. A beam of light from one of the smoky
lamps flickered across him, and it was possible to see him more
clearly. He was tall—very tall—topping six feet and stooping as he
moved under a low beam. And his suit seemed several sizes too small
for his muscular frame. Of an Eastern cut, with gray velvet at the
collar and cuffs, it had a rip under the right arm where the
material had proved unequal to the strain. A small derby hat was
perched incongruously on the top of the man’s head, looking like a
chamber pot on a wine cask. At first glance it seemed as though the
man’s greasy black hair was closely cut, but as he picked his way
among the motionless men in the direction of the door, a close
watcher would have seen that his hair was long, tucked up under the
silly little hat.

His name was Cuchillo Oro.

The Hoosier was watching the man
by the bar who had first called out to him, and that turned out to
be a mistake. It meant that he never saw the bottle that was thrown at
him from the pool of shadows near a crossed pair of harpoons.
Didn’t see it until it was too late. He half turned his head, eyes
catching the glint of light on green glass, but it was too late to
do anything but shut his eyes. The bottle hit him high up on the
temple, felling him like a pole-axed steer.

It had been a full bottle.

The porter it had held burst out in a spray
around his head, mingling with his blood, washing over the cuts
from the shattered glass. As the Hoosier fell, sprawling face down
across the corpse of the man called Ishmael, the room seemed to
erupt into a dozen fights at once.

Georgia Crackers swapped punches with
Illinois Suckers and Missouri Pukes stood toe to toe with Michigan
Wolverines. Bankrupt New York chandlers tangled with Midwest
farmers’ sons, and Gayhead Indians, the best of harpooners, drew
blades against small Portuguese.

Behind the bar, Peter Coffin from Nantucket
eased his three hundred pounds out of sight, tutting mildly as a
miscast bottle shattered his favorite mirror into silver shards. It
was not an easy life running a saloon at the best of times. It was
worse in San Francisco. It was worse still on the waterfront, down
on the wharf. And if your saloon was known as the haunt of sailors
and whalers …

There were times, Coffin would admit only to
himself, when he regretted leaving those foggy New England shores
to make the trek west. It had been gold fifteen years or so back,
like many others after the Sutter’s Mill Strike. And now that was
over, and he was back at what he’d done most of his life.

A second bottle followed the first and he
sniffed philosophically.

The door of the saloon opened, but no heads
turned to watch the oddly dressed stranger leave. The odd were
considered the usual out on the Barbary Coast.

And so Cuchillo Oro, a warrior of the
Mimbreños Apaches, walked out into the dark streets of San
Francisco, a thousand miles from the deserts and mountains of his
home.

It was very cold.

 



Chapter Two

 


IT HAD BEEN a day of scorching
heat when Cuchillo Oro had begun his great trek
westward.i
He had bid a hasty
farewell to the only white man whom he had ever called a friend,
the little schoolteacher, John Hedges. Then he’d ridden west after
his most bitter enemy, Capt. Cyrus Pinner. Before Pinner had
crossed his track, Cuchillo Oro had been just another young buck,
on a rancheria in the southwest. Married, with a young baby, not
happy, for a small reservation so closely guarded by a cavalry unit
could never enjoy anything that approximated freedom. But
not un-happy.

Until Pinner began a vendetta of hatred that
ended with the slaughter of Cuchillo’s wife, Chipeta, and their
little baby, the helpless and doomed Troubled Night. And it had
begun a feud that had resulted in so many deaths—death of the men
of the Borderline Apaches, which was Cuchillo’s tribe, and death
for many more in the years that followed.

In his warped anger, Pinner had
mutilated the young brave Cuchillo, shooting and hacking away the
index and middle fingers of his right hand, his fighting
hand.ii

The chase had led both men to the brink of
death, and only a few weeks ago, Cuchillo had believed that he had
at last caught up with his enemy, only to find that Pinner had been
sent to San Francisco on a secret mission. The tall, brooding
Apache knew that there could be no hope of any peace or happiness
for him while the captain lived and breathed on the face of the
same earth.

Pinner had gone west, and so Cuchillo would
follow him. To the end of the country.

And beyond.

 


The journey to San Francisco had taken its
toll even on the great strength and fitness of the Apache. Federal
agents were on the watch for him, and the main roads and tracks
were covered by frequent cavalry patrols. Twice Cuchillo had stolen
horses, and twice they had foundered under him.

At another time during his arduous trek, he
had been in the foothills of the high Sierras, with the cold coming
on and the trails closing down. He had managed to start a fire from
animal chips, feeding it with splinters of wood he had cut from the
towering pines with his great golden knife, the knife that lay at
the root of all the bitterness between himself and Cyrus Pinner. It
was an ancient Italian cinquedea, with a hilt of gold and rough-cut
jewels, a thing of great beauty and value and also a weapon of
lethal and devastating effect.

There in the mountains, Cuchillo Oro knew
that the odds of life had suddenly become stacked against him. He
was aware of the cold that would come in the mountains of the
Southwest and he had also heard enough of the biting knives of ice
that struck at the marrow of the bone in these towering giants of
stone. The winter snows in the Sierras would snuff out the life of
a man as casually as a lizard snapping up a fly.

The fire warmed him a little, but his back
grew cold, and Cuchillo knew that he must find food and shelter,
and that he must, somehow, find a way across the peaks before he
became sleepy and lied down, lied down and never awoke again.

Darkness was creeping across the land, the
sun toppling from sight behind the mountains, snow-capped and
tinted red and orange by the evening light.

The tall Apache rubbed his hands together,
huddling under an inadequate blanket. The first stars were already
twinkling in the canopy of deep blue, seeming to mock him with
their light. Cuchillo stared up at them, reaching out and carefully
placing another precious sliver of wood on his small blaze,
scorching his fingers in his care to make sure the fire burned
precisely right.

It was then that he heard the sound, above
the crackling and spitting of the fire, rising over the low keening
of the wind that blew eternally over the Sierras.

It was the jingling of harness and the dry
creaking of wagon wheels. Pebbles shifted and tumbled as a man’s
voice cursed and cajoled his team. Cuchillo stood, stretching the
cold from his muscles, easing the pistol in its holster, checking
the long-barreled Sharps rifle slung across his shoulders. He slid
the golden knife back into its leather sheath.

He grinned to himself. ‘Once again I live,’
he said quietly. ‘I had thought that the dog Pinner had won and the
cold had beaten me. Not yet, Pinner. Not yet.’

 


It was an ox wagon traveling alone. Cuchillo
guessed that it was a straggler that had fallen behind at some
point in the great movement across the land, now struggling onward
at its best pace, seeking to catch up to the main body of wagons.
But the Apache had seen no sign, which probably meant that it was
not just a loner. It was also probably lost. And to get lost in the
Sierras with the wolves of winter breathing down your neck was only
a short step from death.

Cuchillo was surprised that they still drove
on, with the darkness now shrouding the foothills. Although they
were in no danger from Indians—or so they would think being so far
to the west—it was still hazardous to press on through the night
when a false step could rob you of your oxen. Probably your wagon
too, and maybe your life.

Despite the blackness, there was still
sufficient light for the keen eyes of the Apache to pick out the
details he needed. Undoubtedly a loner. Two pairs of oxen pulled
low against the yoke, which meant they were desperately tired. A
man straining forward on the seat of the covered rig urged the
exhausted beasts on with his voice. And someone else inside the
wagon, a woman. Cuchillo heard her say something to the man.

But were there more?

There was only one way to find out the
answer to that question.

As the wagon drew level with him, the
incline steepened, and the oxen labored harder, their slow walk
easing to a near stop. The white man on the wagon lashed out with
his whip, cracking it across the flanks of the stumbling oxen,
cursing and shouting at them.

‘Roydon Smallwood!’ came the
woman’s voice. ‘You let those poor beasts be.’

‘Hush your damned mouth, woman.
If you want to get across these damned mountains in one piece, then
you hush up there and get on with preparing some food.’

Again and again the whip cracked, and one of
the oxen grunted and sank to its knees. Cuchillo stood still in the
darkness behind a towering pine and watched, the Sharps ready and
cocked in his hands, waiting for the moment to make his move. He
wondered if there was anyone else in the wagon.

‘Martha! Get your ass out of
there and lighten her up! And get ready to throw out some more
clothes.’

The reply was a wail of anguish. ‘Roydon! I
just can’t let nothing else go.’

‘No choice. Ain’t nobody here but
us two, maybe for a hundred miles. If you know a better way of
getting this rig moving again, then let me know.’

It was the moment.

‘Give them rest, and they will
carry you farther.’

‘What the ...?’

‘Beat them and they will stop and
die.’

‘Who’s out there?’

‘And then you will
die.’

‘Come out or I shoot!’ The man’s
voice cracked on the edge of panic.

‘And then we will all be dead.
Put up your gun, white man, and I will show myself.’

‘It’s an Indian, Roydon! Shoot
him.’

‘Can’t see him, woman,’ replied
the driver irritably.

‘I see you, white man. But I come
in peace. Will you put up your gun?’

‘Are you a Comanche?’ squeaked
the woman.

‘No.’

‘Sioux?’

‘No.’

‘Then what in hell are you? And
how many of you are there? Answer me that, and maybe I’ll put my
mind to putting up my gun.’

Cuchillo was cold and he was losing patience
with this fool. Not that he ever had much patience with the
blundering whites who entered the lands of the Indian and robbed
and raped and slaughtered.

‘I could kill you where you sit,
white man. Do not test my anger too far. Tell your woman that I am
a chief of the Mimbreños Apaches and I come in peace. She has
nothing to fear from me.’

‘Apache? You’re a hell of a
distance from your hunting ground, Indian.’

‘Hunting ground was no longer
happy, white man,’ replied Cuchillo.

With the unexpected violence of a summer
thunderstorm, the man on the wagon fired his pistol. Twice, three
times, the bullets hissed aimlessly through the air, one of them
thunking into the trunk of a tree only twenty yards from where
Cuchillo stood.

He half raised the Sharps to his
shoulder, in the awkward skewed stance that he had mastered over
painful months after losing much of the use of his right hand. It
would be absurdly easy to put a heavy bullet through the foolish
brain of the white man. But Cuchillo hesitated. The man called
Smallwood was frightened. Lost. In danger of being trapped by the
winter snows. And now he was being spoken to by a ghost Indian from
out of nowhere. The Apache decided to give him one more chance
before killing him and taking his rig.

And perhaps, his woman.

‘One chance, Mr. Smallwood. I am
alone, and I need your aid as much as you need mine. I can help you
cross these mountains, and you can aid me by food and water and
shelter.’

‘That heathen ain’t sharin’ my
bed, Roydon, and you tell him!’

‘Will you hush up? If he’s any
judge of womankind, then maybe he won’t cotton to sharing your bed
anyway. What you say your name is, Indian?’

‘The gun.’

‘What?’

‘Put away the gun.’

‘Oh, yeah. There you
are.’

Cuchillo stepped from behind the tree,
making Smallwood jump. The white man had thought the Apache was
half a dozen paces farther to the right. There was a squeal from
inside the wagon, and the man leaned over. Cuchillo heard the sound
of a healthy slap and there was no more talking. He smiled.

‘I am called Cuchillo
Oro.’

It was near full dark, but he saw the man on
the wagon climb down and step toward him. Cuchillo tensed, ready
for a trick, but Smallwood stopped a few steps from him.

‘My name’s Roydon Smallwood, and
I come from Boston. That’s my wife, God help me, in the wagon. Her
name’s Martha.’

‘You were with a train of
wagons?’

‘Yep. The Parknett train, out of
Saint Louis. Lost contact with them four days ago when we busted an
axle. That stinkin’ whoreson Parknett wouldn’t hold up for us.
Last I seen
of him was his ass vanishing in a cloud of dust.’

‘You are on trail?’

‘Guess maybe not. Only map in the
party was Parknett’s, and he kept that tucked down his boots. Light
blue leather they was. Paid a hundred dollars for them in Baton
Rouge, he said. Made him look a brownholer, I reckoned.’

‘Roydon!’

‘Martha! Now me and Mr. Oro here
are just getting a mite acquainted. You get out the pots and we’ll
bed down here for the night. I’ll start a fire.’

‘I ain’t feeding no
Indian.’

Smallwood shrugged apologetically to
Cuchillo and walked back, swinging himself up into the wagon. This
time the noise wasn’t of openhanded slaps. It was of good solid
punches, cracking home. After a couple of minutes the screaming
stopped and the white man reappeared, rubbing his knuckles.

‘Guess that’ll keep her quiet,
Mr. Oro. Glad to have you with us, though I do say so.’

‘You are the only one that says
so, Mr. Smallwood,’ replied the Apache.

‘Yeah. Guess so. But now she
understands the situation, everything is going to be just
fine.’

And for the first three days, it was.
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