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	The Home of Great Western Fiction

	 


CADE ONSLOW - US Army Major. Deserter, with nothing to gain but vengeance.

	JONAS STRONG - Top Sergeant, damned by his color.

	YATES McCLOUD - Rapist. Nowhere to go but hell.

	JAMIE DURHAM - The needle of morphine was the only answer to his ruined face.

	Together they were THE GRINGOS - four men with nothing to lose but their lives. And they didn’t count for much in the bloody fury of rebellion.

	THE GRINGOS—four outlawed Americans fighting for freedom, justice—and money—in the bloody chaos that is revolutionary Mexico 1913.
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	‘Shoot all the brave horses

	And how will we ride?’

	—John Stewart

	 


 

	This one, as ever, is for Gabrielle.

	 


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

	THE MEXICAN REVOLUTION began in 1910, when Francisco Madero entered the country and wrested power from the dictator, Diaz. Madero was elected president of a land firmly divided between the classes, and although moderate by the standards of his predecessors, found himself embroiled in two continuing struggles.

	In northern Mexico, in Sonora and Chihuahua, a peon bandit called Pancho Villa fought for political reform against the hacendados—the absentee landowners holding fief over the rich countryside. In the south, in the ‘sugar bowl’ of Morelos, Emiliano Zapata demanded agrarian reform.

	The war against these two factions assumed Machiavellian proportions when the Army turned on Madero. A nervous man, he left his only available commander, General Victoriano Huerta, to crush the dissidents. Huerta defeated the rebel Army officers—and promptly seized power for himself. He had Madero executed, himself made president.

	And the fiercest fighting of the Revolution began.

	It was 1913, Mexico was divided between the three factions. Then a fourth appeared in the form of Venustiano Carranza, the governor of Coahuila province.

	Sickened by Huerta’s bloody rule, Carranza established the Guadalupe Plan and an army led by his lieutenant, Alvaro Obregon. An alliance was formed with Pancho Villa and the confused guerrilla campaign in the north became an organized drive against Huerta.

	In 1915 the dictator was forced to flee, but the war went on: like Madero before him, Carranza was not the social reformer Mexico needed. It was a time of total mistrust. Villa and Zapata could not agree on a common goal, though both disagreed with Carranza. Obregon turned against his ally, finding support amongst the unions and the bourgeoisie.

	Fighting continued until 1920, when Obregon drove Carranza out.

	Pancho Villa was assassinated in 1923. Zapata was already dead, betrayed and shot down in 1919.

	During the ten years of the Revolution one in fifteen Mexicans died. It was a long and bloody and bitter war, but it was also a genuine social revolution. Perhaps Emiliano Zapata was right:

	‘It is better to die on your feet than to live on your knees.’

	J. D. SANDON

	 


Chapter One

	 

	BLOOD TRICKLED IN a thin line from the corner of the man’s mouth. It ran across the dry crusting of older crimson, browned now where the sun had dried it to the same color as the bruises covering his jaw and cheeks. One eye was blackened, a deep purplish swelling forcing the lids closed so that he walked with his head turned sideways. Tears ran from his good eye.

	He was a small man, his shoulders hunched by heavy labor, the deep tan of his skin adding darkness to the marks of his beating. He was dressed in a dirty shirt that had been white once, and loose pants of the same material and color. His head, like his feet, was bare, bowed down with care and with fear. His steps faltered, feet dragging so that little skirls of dust rose up from the dry sand of the village square to mark his passage like tiny exhalations of the earth itself. As though the land mourned him.

	His stumbling passage irritated the federales escorting him across the square and one swung his rifle round to slam the butt hard between the peon’s shoulders. The blow pitched the man forwards, arms flailing as he fought to keep his balance. The attempt was useless: he pitched face-down in the sand as the soldiers laughed and gathered round him. The one who had given the blow kicked the fallen man in the side, shouting for him to stand up. He waited until the peasant was halfway upright, then kicked him again, knocking him over on his back. A second soldier, kinder—or perhaps just more anxious to get out of the Mexican sun and go back to the cantina—reached down to grasp the man’s arm and haul him to his feet.

	‘Arre! Dentro de poco su divas hola a Dios.’

	The peasant moved forwards again, fresh tears welling from his eye.

	He walked slowly over to the farther edge of the square, where the wall of the church butted whitely against the dusty yellow of the sand, and turned around. The wall of the church was plastered with whitewash, gleaming bright in the afternoon sun. It was the cleanest, best-kept building in the village, though sections of the whitewash were pocked with holes that stood out dark against the brightness.

	The dark holes were all at chest height.

	The two federales slung their rifles over their shoulders and shoved the peon into a vague semblance of military stance. Then they ambled back twenty paces and joined their comrades. The sargento shouted an order and five rifle bolts clicked back, then down again.

	Another shout.

	The rifles came up to gray-uniformed shoulders and five pairs of impassive eyes stared down the barrels.

	The sargento opened his mouth to shout again, but the sudden roaring of a powerful engine blocked off his words, and he turned his head to stare at the source of the disturbance.

	Across the square, where the road came in from the north, a big black car appeared. The paintwork was thick with dust, crushed flies decorating the windscreen and headlamps. The car stopped and from the shade of the verandah fronting the cantina an officer shouted for the sergeant to wait. Confused, the Mexican told his men to lower their rifles, staring at the black car in some kind of awe.

	The door on the driver’s side opened and a man dressed in a dove-gray uniform stepped out. He wore a chauffeur’s cap and jodhpurs that buttoned into gleaming brown boots. Gray gloves covered his hands, but in the heat he had removed his tunic so that the white shirt beneath offered brilliant testimony to the skill of his laundress. The shirt was very white, throwing into stark contrast the black leather of the straps crossing his chest and back. Straps that supported a holster tucked snug beneath his left shoulder. From the upper rim of the holster there protruded the cross-hatched butt of a Colt .45 automatic pistol: the kind issued only to American Army officers.

	He stared at the federales for a moment that seemed like a long time, then walked around the car to open the right-side rear door.

	The interior of the black car was dark, canvas drapes pulled down over the windows so that the man inside was only a blur of whiteness against the gloom.

	The sargento and the peon both saw a flash of spotless cloth as the passenger set one foot down on the running board. There was a highly-polished black shoe beneath a fold of knife-pressed trouser leg; a flash of white cuff as the hand rested on the rim of the window. But the face stayed obscure, white on white hidden by the shadow of the vehicle.

	The face nodded, saying something to the chauffeur who turned and nodded towards the cantina. The federale officer ducked his head and shouted for the sergeant to proceed.

	The rifles jumped back to shoulders, the muzzles pointing with awful finality at the scrawny, shaking body of the peon stood up against the wall of the church.

	From somewhere deep inside him, some source that linked him to the land and life and hope, the peon found the strength to ignore his pain and his fear. He spat on the sand, clenched his fist as he raised his right arm towards the soldiers and shouted:

	‘¡Tierra y Libertad!’

	The rifles exploded in a shimmering wave of flame and smoke.

	The peon slammed back against the wall of the church, feet lifting clear of the ground for an instant. Dark stains showed over the front of his dirty shirt; then larger, darker stains against the whitewash. The body hit the stucco and bounced away. Devoid of feeling or control, the man’s body folded at the knees and waist. His clenched fist opened, fingers digging deep into the sand as he crumpled forwards. His bowels emptied, spreading a secondary stain that mingled with the blood pumping from the holes in his back and chest and stomach. His legs jerked, drumming his bare feet against the sand and the puddles of his own blood.

	Then he was still.

	There was a silence that seemed to fill up the little square with a physical presence as tangible as the heat and the thick clusters of flies that descended on the body. The firing squad ported their rifles and turned back towards the cantina. Somewhere amongst the flanking buildings, a woman began to cry softly.

	The door of the black car slammed shut and the engine snarled into life. A spurt of exhaust gas spouted from the chromed tube jutting from beneath the rear fender, and the black car slid elegantly away. It gathered speed, seemingly oblivious of the narrow streets and watching villagers, and was swiftly gone from sight amongst the adobe houses and garden walls.

	As it passed the cantina, the federale captain stood to attention, saluting the lean black shape. All he got for his pains was a billowing cloud of dust that washed back from the car and watered his eyes, sending him coughing and choking in search of tequila to lay the dust.

	 

	‘What the hell was that about?’

	The speaker was a lean, weathered man whose age might have been anywhere between the mid-thirties and early forties. Sun and wind and work had scoured lines into his face that belied the whipcord tension of his body, setting a timeless mold to his features that offset the bright intelligence of his dark eyes. The corners of his mouth dragged down as he stared at the body sprawled in the bloody sand.

	His companion reined in the big gray stallion he was riding and shrugged.

	‘A peasant, Cade. Nothing more. I imagine he was suspected of aiding the Villistas.’

	‘Suspected?’ Cade Onslow turned to stare at the well-dressed Mexican beside him. ‘For Christ’s sake, Ramon! Don’t you give people a trial down here? I thought Modero was supposed to give justice to the people.’

	Ramon Hoyos shrugged, adjusting the cuff of his shirt so that it showed just the right amount of silk from under the edge of his silver-stitched sleeve. He took a firmer grip of the reins, halting the forwards pacing of the Arab stallion, and looked out from under the brim of his sombrero at the hard-faced American.

	‘It is difficult to give what you call justice to peasants like this, Cade. They understand nothing more than the land. Working their farms, paying their dues to people like us. Who own them.’

	‘The farms or the farmers?’ grunted Onslow.

	‘Both,’ said Hoyos. ‘The one belongs with the other. Without us—we hacendados—they would have nothing. We own the land. The peasants work for us. If not for us, then what? They would starve. They own nothing of their own, so they depend on us.’

	Onslow looked at Hoyos, then back at the body.

	‘Why shoot a farmer, then?’

	‘He was probably a Villista, as I said. He might have been sheltering men from Villa’s band, or given them food. Perhaps he was a rebel himself.’

	Onslow picked up the probablies and the perhapses and the might have beens and wondered what was going on in Mexico. He knew that the country was in a state of foment since the death of Madero and the rise of Huerta, but he had not yet accepted the total extension of martial law. Not when it meant dragging a farmer from his bed and putting him up against a wall and shooting him without a trial.

	‘You must learn to accept it,’ murmured Hoyos. ‘Learn to live with Mexico. Especially if you are to marry Linda. Especially because of that, Cade. I have no sons, so when you take my daughter for your wife, you will take with her the responsibilities of the hacienda Hoyos. You will be a landowner like me. After I die, of course. But all that I have will become yours. You will be a rich man, Cade. A hacendado, like me. You must learn to handle it, which means handling the peons, too.’

	‘Yeah, I know that,’ said Onslow. ‘But I don’t see how shooting them helps run the place.’

	Hoyos smiled, wiping his gray moustache with a fine linen bandanna. ‘You command troops, Cade. You are, after all, a major in the army of the United States of America. Therefore you must understand the meaning of discipline. Have you never ordered a man punished?’ Onslow nodded, and Hoyos continued: ‘So you should understand this. Mexico is a wild country, wilder by far than your America. There are Indians here, and mestizos, peasants of mixed blood and pure Mexican blood. They do not understand order. If left to themselves, they would farm their land to grow only what they wanted. They need us—people like me—to show them what to do. They are ignorant, Cade. They need a guiding hand to organize them. To develop the land for cotton and sugar, to take out the tin and the silver and all the other metals your American government is anxious to buy from us. I own a spread of land that was once just grazing country for sheep, now it is covered with oil wells. Thanks to your yanqui expertise, I might add, for the engineers are all American, as are half the shares.’

	He paused, dabbing again at his mouth with the handkerchief. Onslow took the opportunity to ask:

	‘What was that car? What was it doing here?’

	Hoyos shrugged, folding the square of linen back into his pocket.

	‘I don’t know. Perhaps it was just a visitor, or maybe some American official come to check how things are going since the revolution.’

	Onslow started to say something else, but Hoyos kicked his Arab to a gallop, avoiding the question.

	‘Come on, Cade! Linda will be waiting for you.’

	Onslow dug heels into the flanks of the black he was riding and took off after the older man. Mention of Linda was enough to let him forget his doubts about the state of the Mexican republic for the moment.

	Linda.

	Linda Hoyos: flashing eyes and tumbling raven hair. Full, soft lips set in a face that could resemble an angel’s or cloud with storm warnings as her mood dictated. Or melt into pure animal sensuality as he kissed her.

	Linda.

	A body that defied the prim confines of her demure dresses to suggest the fires that flashed in her eyes. Fires that Onslow had known twice since that first meeting when he saw her and loved her and knew she had to be his.

	He had wasted—no, invested—leave from the Army and more of his pay than he had planned in courting her. Arranging meetings in Houston and San Antonio, riding south of the border against orders to visit the Hoyos spread. To see her. To touch her. To let her know he loved her with enough devotion to persuade her father that she could—would, whatever Ramon said—marry a gringo.

	Linda.

	He loved her.

	He slapped his reins across the black horse’s neck, urging it up to overtake Ramon and find the trail to the main hacienda where Linda waited.

	Behind him, Ramon Hoyos shouted and urged his Arab stallion to a faster pace, smiling as he tried to overtake the only man his sole child had ever loved.

	 

	And behind them both the big black car cut dust from the dirty tracks leading to Mexico City. It went very fast, not worrying about gasoline because the boot and rear fenders held enough to see it all the way through.

	Along the road, that was paved in parts, but mostly just sand tracks, it killed several chickens and three dogs. Once it hit a little girl who wandered out from the rickety gate of her parents’ adobe farmstead, and ground her down under the wheels so that not much was left except a tatter of ragged cloth stained with blood and dust.

	The occupants of the black car felt only a slight bump, as though they had struck a minor pothole in the road. They kept on going.

	Behind them, two people wept and wondered why Mexico was dying.

	 

	The bull exploded through the gates like a wild, black whirlwind. It charged out with its head hooking the needle-point horns in rhythmic slashes. It panted, drooling long trailers of spit from its flared nostrils; pawing sand in long arcs under its hooves. It turned left of the gate and dug sand in sprays from the spot it chose as its querencia. It ducked its head, driving the stained ivory of its horns deep, savage, into the sand.

	Across the arena, from behind a small fence built out beyond the main wall, the matador appeared.

	He wore tight, concho-studded trousers that were fastened with elastic to his calves. His lower legs were covered by flash-pink socks; his shoes were soft and black, like ballet slippers. The trousers were banded with a wide swathe of golden material, its light matching the glitter of the threading of his jacket. This was a waist-length thing, all shoulder-padding and ornate decoration. It was cut short at wrist and waist, heavy with the gold embroidery and the fancy pads over the shoulders and chest. He wore a white shirt and a thin, black tie fastened a good half-inch down from the round collar by the silver pin. His hair was black and greased, tugged back into the traditional pigtail. He was bareheaded, having already dedicated the bull to Ramon Hoyos.

	He walked out slowly, into the center of the ring, checking the folds of the heavy cape hung over his left shoulder and arm.

	He halted, easing the cape down off his shoulder. He braced his legs and swung the cloth towards the bull. The big animal snorted. Then charged. The matador drifted the cape gently round the left side of his body, leading the bull past him. He reversed his swing, dragging the cape back in a sweeping arc, so that the bull spun round and charged back the way it had come. Again the matador sent the huge black animal thundering by his body.

	He kept it up for close on ten minutes, then the picadors came out and weakened the bull by sticking their lances into its shoulders as it charged their horses.

	The bull gored two horses before Ramon Hoyos waved his hand to indicate that the bandilleros should come in to plant the short, barbed spikes into the hump behind the muscled neck.

	One bandillero placed two sticks before a horn caught him. It hooked up as he went in, tearing into his left side just below the arm. The man screamed as he lifted into the air, then screamed again as he landed on the sand and the bull turned to gore him. The cuadrilla came out and took the bull away, then the second bandillero placed four sticks neatly into the heavy neck muscles.

	A trumpet sounded the final quarter: the matador stepped out from behind the barria, muleta draped carefully over the sword. He passed the bull a few times, testing its strength, checking the angle of its horns. Then he lined it up.

	He took the animal recibiendo, standing straight and still as two tons of angry muscle and bloodied horn charged straight towards him. His legs were stiff, on tiptoe. The cape was hung out from his stretched arm. His right arm was angled out over the cape, holding the sword.

	The bull came in.

	The matador eased sideways. His left arm swung the cape round and past his stomach. The bull ducked its massive head and followed the pink cloth. The matador sighted down his blade. Felt the tip go in through the reddened hide. Felt the shock of the impact judder through his arm and shoulder. Whirled clear of the runaway body.

	The bull went on running for ten, maybe fifteen, yards. Then it fell down on its forelegs and coughed blood. Long, sticky trailers of crimson spume blew loose of its nostrils. Frothy, brighter blood dripped over its lower lip. It raised its head and tried to bellow, but only blood came out. It gasped and died and collapsed like a deflated cushion onto the stained sand.

	The matador dropped his cape and lifted both arms to the sky. He was smiling.

	 

	‘A good kill. One of the best I’ve seen.’

	Ramon Hoyos lifted his glass, smiling. His companions nodded, murmuring their assent. All except Cade Onslow. He just stared at Hoyos and drank the sherry as though it was water.

	‘What’s wrong, Cade?’ Hoyos frowned. The expression planted thin white lines against the tan of his forehead, traced arcs of wrinkle in a curving line from his broad, hooked nose to the corners of his wide, thin-lipped mouth. ‘You didn’t like it?’

	Onslow shook his head. ‘No. I didn’t. I don’t see no point to killing a bull, except for meat. And why kill horses?’

	Hoyos laughed. His companions laughed with him.

	‘You Americans,’ he said, ‘you never understand. The fiesta brava is more than just killing a bull. It is a celebration, a declaration. The bulls are trained to kill. They have no other purpose. The matador faces the bull and kills it. He affirms our supremacy over the world.’

	‘Maybe,’ said Onslow. ‘Maybe that’s how you figure it. I don’t. Way I might want to kill something would be because it hurt me, not to set up a fair.’

	Hoyos shrugged. He stepped closer to Onslow and draped a silk-suited arm over the American’s shoulders.

	‘Cade,’ he said, ‘you must try to understand our ways. Mexico is not like America. We are different. If you truly want to marry my daughter, you must understand that; accept it. I own a great deal of land in Sonora and Sinaloa. When you marry Linda you will become my heir: I have no sons; you are the next best thing, so I shall leave all of it to you.’

	Onslow grinned and nodded.

	‘Sure,’ he said, ‘I understand all of that, but I don’t have to like bull fights.’

	Hoyos chuckled. ‘Very well. I am not that fond of them, but they do serve to keep the peasants happy. And that—while Villa and that mestizo scum Zapata are raiding our lands—is something.’

	‘I thought Madero had the country under control,’ said Onslow. ‘He was elected president, wasn’t he?’

	Hoyos shrugged again and laughed.

	‘You’ve not heard?’

	Onslow shook his head.

	‘Madero has been arrested,’ said Hoyos. ‘General Huerta is in command. Hopefully that will mean a restoration of sensible order.’

	‘Yeah,’ said Onslow. ‘I just hope so.’

	 

	The wedding took place the next day.

	It was a very grand affair, much finer than a working soldier like Cade Onslow would normally have hoped for.

	He was topping thirty and gray was beginning to show amongst the thick, black thatch covering his head. He was tall and lean and trim from long years of riding saddle on border wars with Indians and Mexicans. He was a major in the army of the United States of America. He was also very good with a gun—almost any kind—and he was tired and sad and ready to quit.

	Meeting Linda Hoyos had been one of the high points of his life.

	It happened in Los Angeles.

	Onslow had gone there on leave; Linda had gone to visit an aunt. They met in the Bay Hotel, where they were both staying by personal choice or fate, or whatever. Onslow had seen the dark-haired Mexican girl with the dark blue eyes and wide, full mouth, and fallen in love at first sight. He followed her from the hotel all the way to her aunt’s house. After that, he waited for her to come back. Linda had recognized his attendance and chuckled when her duenna scolded him away. Onslow—just as she had known he would—arranged a meeting apart from the duenna. Linda fell in love.

	She was twenty-two years old. Old enough to be considered a spinster aunt in Mexico. She had turned down three suitors, all young men of eligible appearance and much money: her father was despairing of making a suitable match. Then Onslow gave her his name and got her address. Three months later he rode down to Sonora and asked Ramon for her hand. He was a major in the army of the United States of America and he was good looking and solid and sensible. Ramon Hoyos agreed to the match. Linda welcomed it with smiling eyes and trembling hands.

	The wedding was arranged.

	It was arranged for the early months of the year of 1913. The date was a tragic choice.

	It was agreed that the ceremony should take place on one of the Hoyos ranches, a sprawling acreage south of Aqua Prieta, close to the Arizona line. Onslow had never bothered to calculate the full extent of the Hoyos lands, but he had a vague idea they ran into numerous thousands of acres of cattle country, wheat and cotton. There were copper and silver mines thrown in, and a small—but extremely lucrative—oil field near Hermosillo. Linda’s dowry alone was more than he could have made in three years of soldiering, and the sudden acquisition of wealth was both pleasant and embarrassing.

	Cade Onslow was, essentially, a simple man. His parents had been killed in an Apache raid when their only child was nineteen. Onslow sold what was left of the ranch along with its stock. He settled his father’s debts and joined the Army. For three years he rode border patrol, working up to

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
THEY CAME TO SELL GUNS .. AND STAYED TO USE THEM!

1: GUNS ACROSS THE RIVER






images/image-1.jpeg
J.D. SANDON

LL N T p T o T o)
“ii-.mﬁ

I: GUNS ACROSS THE RIVER

PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING






images/image.jpeg
P)ICCADILLY
PUBLISHING





