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Bullets droned overhead. The enemy knew where he was but could not see him. But soon Savage could see them, one of them at least. It was a Mexican standing in a shielded doorway with a rifle to his shoulder and blasting at the gate house.

	Savage took his time aiming. His bullet caught the Mexican in the temple, spattering tissue all over the red brick wall.

	Savage lay on his side, feeding fresh bullets into the magazine. Soon he heard hoofbeats. The ambushers were making a run for it. But he still hadn’t identified who they were until, running away to his left to gain a sweeping view of the battle scene, he saw the band of horsemen thundering away.

	The biggest of the party glanced back once over his shoulder … and Savage recognized the striking features of Vinny St. Claire!
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Chapter One – The Family Man

	 

	RED SLOTTER WAS a train robber from Texas and his companion Jim Avis was an evil man who liked to torture people with knives and hot pokers. Both men were standing by their horses on a knoll overlooking a nameless Sonoran village, trying to figure out a plan of action.

	This was no mean feat for this pair of expatriate American killers. They’d cheerfully allowed the genuinely clever Vinny St. Claire to make all their decisions since shooting their way across the border into Old Mexico two desperate years earlier.

	They’d been ambushed by Federales at Lazaro and St. Claire, ‘Sainty’ to his pards, was missing and presumed dead. Slotter had suffered a head cold while they were being chased fifty miles across the desert, and Avis had been run out of a no-name town by irate citizens because of what he did to that girl in the room above the Sierra Saloon.

	It wasn’t unusual that the first decision they came to was that they should kill everybody.

	Sounded good considering what they’d been through. But even they soon realized that shooting everyone was both costly and impractical.

	A full hour of debate followed until it was agreed that the only sensible thing to do was to mount a full-scale search for their leader. Without Sainty they doubted they could survive a week.

	In the time it took to reach their decision, the gloom of false dawn had given way to the real thing—a cold and shivery sunrise which threw trail, scarred landscape and town into harsh relief as the first rays came streaking over Mount Blanco. It was the scene of one of the gang’s earliest triumphs when they raided the Federales’ armory and stole a cannon that they later used to blow up a train. That little incident netted the gang a cool three thousand dollars in cash.

	Gone were the days.

	As they started off, hard, hatchet-faced gringos on fine horses and carrying gleaming weapons, redheaded Slotter flicked his battered Army field glasses at the distant town. He then suddenly jerked his buckskin to a halt.

	“What is it?” grunted Avis, hauling rein.

	“Big geezer just showed up on the street,” Slotter said slowly, thinking hard. All this for the second time in the same morning. Had to be a record for Slotter.

	“American, two shooters ... looks kinda familiar.”

	“So?” Avis was impatient to start the search for Sainty, and they sure as hell weren’t going to find him up here.

	“Dunno,” muttered his companion, massaging the back of his neck. “But I got a feelin’ I oughta know him. Here, take a look.”

	Avis fitted the glasses to his beady eyes and grunted. The slow-moving figure was American all right. He was also tall, wide-shouldered and gun-hung. He was hatless and the field glasses brought the broad-boned face into sharp focus. Avis’s first reaction was to shake his head. But then he frowned, took a second look, and scowled as he handed them back to Slotter.

	“Cain’t say as how I know him, but I do believe you’re right, amigo. There’s somethin’ familiar about him, that’s for sure.”

	An eagle soared overhead, the sun was clear of the mount and the horses were getting restless. They swung away from the little village like a pair of coyotes looking for mischief and promptly forgot about the tall gringo on the streets of Nacozari.

	But in time they would remember him and the way he wore those guns ... and remember him well.

	 

	It was one of those rare and dazzling Mexican mornings.

	The town was asleep and the sights, scents and sounds beyond the humble village were telling the tall stranger that this was the Mexico of dreams.

	Savage hated the place.

	It was a safe bet that the big black dog rooting in the trash can ahead of him had no sniff of his aversion of the place, even had it been aware of him.

	The dog, a scavenger like many in Nacozari, was at that moment aware of only two things—the gnawing hunger in its belly and the waft of chicken bones coming up from the bottom of the can.

	Savage halted with his cigar halfway to his lips. He was heading for the livery stable to check on Stud and the dog happened to be in his path. In villages like Nacozari, they would steal a man’s horse while the rider was still in the saddle. A month ago, Savage had turned down an offer of one thousand American dollars for his sorrel and regarded every citizen in this vast and penniless country as a prospective thief and rogue.

	Clint Savage, adventurer, manhunter and sometime government agent, wasn’t always this anti-Mexican. He was here under sufferance and he hated every minute.

	The animal’s head was now deep in the overturned can, its paws clawing at the mountain of garbage.

	“Beat it!”

	The hound stopped its clawing and its big ugly head came out of the can. He looked over his shoulder and rolled his eyes. This happened to be the biggest and meanest dog in Nacozari, and was the prized possession of one of its toughest citizens. It’s owner never fed it from one year’s end to another to teach it all about hunting and survival.

	“Get out of my way, mutt, or I’ll have your balls on a plate.”

	The dog’s lips peeled back in an ugly snarl. Its teeth were big, sharp and dripped saliva. A deep growl followed.

	Savage kept his eyes on the dog and pulled a broken slat from a rickety fence at his shoulder and whacked it hard against the fence. The dog left the ground, spraying garbage and barking loud enough to wake the dead.

	While it was flying through the air, Savage raised a big boot to place it square in the dog’s belly. Then the irate owner shot through a tiny gate close by.

	The man had witnessed the whole affair from his front window.

	Although Savage had been known to do a little brawling in his time, he was not looking for trouble now. He simply wanted to check on Stud then get out of here as quickly as he could.

	“Neighbor—” he began, but that was as far as he got. A cursing owner and a snarling hound were coming at him from different angles.

	“Shit!” Savage said disgustedly, hauling a Colt and touching off two shots that seemed to shake the village to its foundations.

	When the bullets hit the cobblestones beneath the aggressive feet of dog and man and drilled a hole through the owner’s gate, the fracas was over before it had begun. In their haste to escape the crazy gringo with the gun, the blacksmith and the dog got tangled up with each other and fell untidily amongst the trash. The blacksmith’s wife and overweight daughters then appeared, hastily drawing on robes and clutching saucepans and whatever they could lay their hands on.

	The women screamed and attacked.

	Savage swore as he was backed into a corner. Friends, neighbors and total strangers joined the women in a screeching, gringo-hating mob. They came at him with everything.

	Savage cursed his desire for that early-morning cigar—cursed himself for being here in the first place, and cursed the ugly mutt.

	He’d been shot at so many times of late he decided to give himself a two-week break, taking his time to get back Stateside. He was traveling with his sidekick Yaqui Joe, enjoying the southern sunshine and a little peace and quiet—rare commodities indeed for Clinton Dylan Savage.

	A woman caught him between the shoulder blades with a mop. That was the last straw!

	“No, amigo, please do not shoot!”

	The cry came from directly behind him as Savage lined up a plump and rosy-cheeked grandmother in his gunsights.

	Whirling from the hips, he was astonished to see Yaqui Joe astride Joachim with a saddled Stud on a lead—ready for the trail.

	Just for the hell of it, Savage emptied both six-shooters above the heads of the mob, sending them diving for cover. Then smoothly vaulting the fence, he hit leather and dug.

	Within minutes, Nacozari was far behind them, just another memory to add to the nightmares of Old Mexico.

	“So, did your companero rescue you in the nicks of time or what, companero?” Yaqui Joe beamed.

	Short, bowlegged, big-nosed and of questionable integrity and uncertain courage at times, the Mexican had not stood too high in Savage’s esteem of late. But today, Yaqui Joe had come through in fine style and all he sought was a little acknowledgment.

	Savage was not in the mood to give him one sniff.

	The day was hot, a wind was blowing dust in their faces and his belly was empty. The best he could do was growl.

	“Tell me again, why am I down here with you gettin’ battered by fat women with mops when I could be playin’ poker with Hickok up in Dodge?”

	Yaqui Joe’s features were a mixture of enthusiasm, guile, optimism and deceit.

	“We are here because my cousin Francesca writes me to tell me that my favorite uncle, Ignacio, is dying. She says to come quick so her rich old father will leave his favorite nephew, that is me, some of his vast wealth. Is simple, no?”

	Things were never that simple with Yaqui Joe.

	This was so typical of the breed, the loving family man who had not seen his uncle once in the last twenty-five years. How he could call him his favorite Savage could not tell.

	But this time Savage’s snaggle-toothed companion was telling a smidgen of truth.

	Uncle Ignacio Martinez had been a gold miner. Yaqui Joe had shown Savage photographs of the old man standing outside his mine with his darling daughter.

	Now the old man was dying and his daughter was his only child. If what Francesca said was true, if ever there was a timely hour for Yaqui Joe to pay his favorite uncle a visit, it had to be now.

	Even Savage saw the merit in that, and he was almost feeling good again as he thought of the fat old man and his big fat mine.

	“Good old Uncle Ignacio,” he said with a grin.

	“Wonderful and generous Uncle Ignacio!” Yaqui Joe beamed, flinging skinny arms wide. “Lord Jesus, may he not die until we are certain he will leave his nephew some riches.”

	Savage turned serious.

	“There ain’t any doubt about you gettin’ that dinero, is there?”

	“None, companero, none in the whole wonderful world,” Yaqui Joe insisted, successfully concealing the slightest twinge of uncertainty. He clearly recalled a then youthful Uncle Ignacio as a capricious, snide, underhanded, unpredictable son of a bitch. “Francesca and myself shall be rich, and naturally, as my great good crazy companero, you too shall drink from the golden cup of good fortune with us.”

	Savage liked to hear that kind of talk. He found his smile again. “Well, in that case, I also pray he lives a little longer.”

	 

	All over San Rafael, in every adobe, roomer, hotel or hovel, there was the rattle of coat hangers as people took from their closets the special clothes worn only on Sundays, fiestas or important funerals.

	And how much more important could today’s funeral be when they were to lay one of San Rafael’s most affluent citizens to rest?

	It was true that the deceased had very few friends and admirers in this town of some six hundred souls. Yet poor as so many such towns dotted across Sonora were, San Rafael respected the rich and successful for their rarity if for nothing else. So they brushed off the dust and pomaded and posed before their mirrors with that sense of excitement
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