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The white men robbed Cuchillo Oro of everything but his pride …

	Captured and falsely accused of killing a white man by bigoted townsfolk, Cuchillo faces the hangman’s knot. But the grandson of the great chief, Mangas Colorado was not one to suffer the penalty of false accusations.

	He must escape his captors and find the true killer to clear his name; to defeat the vendetta of an entire town with only his cold Apache cunning, and the deadly golden knife from which he took his name.

	And he would take payment in blood.
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	For Lawrence —

	a good partner for a guy to have
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Chapter One

	 

	‘TURN OVER THEM cards, Phil,’ Frank Gaffney growled, and pushed a five and five ones toward the pile of crumpled bills in the center of the table.

	Outside the small, underpatronized saloon, a fork of lightning turned the rain-lashed Arizona night a brilliant blue. The natural light source penetrated the windows to drive back, for a split second, the dark shadows hovering beyond the range of the single kerosene lamp hanging above the table. The four poker players seated around the table and the bartender standing behind Gaffney’s chair blinked against the instant of brightness. Then the shadows closed in again as the thunder crashed and rumbled.

	‘Reckon I got the beatin’ of you, Frank,’ Phil Faversham muttered, a smile spreading across his handsome features as he turned over the straight flush: eight to queen in hearts ‘Didn’t hear what you said,’ Gaffney replied sourly as the thunder faded across the drenched hills north of Blanco Rio. ‘But I can see, and that’s enough for me.’

	He spread his straight across the few bills left in front of him. He sought solace in the whisky, drinking it thirstily as he refilled his glass.

	‘Better than fifty bucks, I’m thinkin’,’ the bartender said with a sigh of envy for the winner—and relief that he was not among the losers.

	‘Gotta make it close to a hundred you picked up tonight,’ Dan Ashby put in.

	Andy Craven waited for Gaffney to finish with the bottle and then freshened his own drink. ‘Who says a guy can’t be lucky at cards and in love?’ he asked, his voice slurred by the many drinks which had preceded this one.

	The big clock above the short bar chimed the first small hour of the new day as Faversham completed stacking his stake and his winnings into a neat block. Only now, as he looked up and surveyed the faces of the other three players, did the steadiness go out of his eyes and the stiffness leave his facial muscles. He was as drunk as they were and, with the tension of the game gone, it showed.

	‘Enough for one night, gentlemen?’ he asked.

	Gaffney nodded, his ugly, weather-beaten face still wearing an expression of sourness. ‘It was agreed we break it up at one. But you’ll be in town next Friday night?’

	Faversham’s glass was still half-filled with rye. He swallowed the contents at one gulp without a shudder. Then he banged down the glass on the table, shoved back his chair and stood up. He swayed a little, but the action of pushing the bills into his hip pocket was positive. As was the exaggerated nod he executed. He belched. ‘Have I ever missed a Friday night game since I dug into the Kathy Lode?’ he slurred. Lightning forked across the sky and invaded the tiny saloon again. The crack of thunder was closer to the flash this time. ‘I’ll be here come rain or shine,’ he added.

	Andy Craven gave a nod of agreement, then slowly leaned forward until the cheek of his fleshy face rested on the table top. He closed his eyes and immediately began to snore.

	‘Every goddamn time!’ the slightly built Ashby groaned. ‘Every friggin’ Friday night my slob of a brother-in-law goes to sleep. I ain’t built to haul his kinda weight around town.’

	‘But you’ll do it, Dan’, Gaffney said, grinning for the first time since he had won a small pot early in the game. ’cause you ain’t about to go home at this hour and face Laura alone.’

	‘I’ll be seein’ you guys,’ Faversham said shakily, raising a limp hand. Then he turned and moved toward the doors bolted against the wind and rain.

	‘Sure, Phil!’ Gaffney called after him. ‘You ride careful like, you hear?’

	‘And he don’t only mean that ’cause you got a lot of our money we wanna win back, Phil!’ Ashby added.

	The wizened bartender with a gimpy leg shuffled to catch up with Faversham. He was the only man in the saloon who was not drunk. He never touched liquor, but he made his living out of it and was always attentive to his customers. Now he helped the drunken youngster into the shiny yellow rain slicker.

	‘It’s a long ride out to your claim, Mr. Faversham,’ the bartender warned. ‘You want to wait in my place until the weather eases, you’re welcome. You know that.’

	The younger man shook his head. ‘Obliged for the offer, Jonas. But I’ll only go to sleep and wake up hung over. A, ride in the rain is the best cure I know for a man who’s liquored up. See you next Friday.’

	He stood, flatfooted and body swaying, while the bartender shot back the bolts on the double doors. When they were opened, a strong gust of wind sprayed drenching raindrops into the (saloon. The oil lamp above the table swung crazily, causing the shadows to dance and describe eerie patterns.

	‘’Night!’ Faversham yelled across the howl of the wind. Then he staggered out into the storm. A chorus of responses followed him and then the doors were slammed closed at his back.

	He stood for long moments on the sidewalk, eyes cracked against the storm and enjoying the feel of the cold and the wetness on his face. Then, as the bleariness began to lift from his brain, he stepped down on to the street. The rain had been teeming for better than four hours and the street surface, which had been sunbaked to the hardness of set concrete when he rode into Blanco Rio, was now a shallow strip of stagnant mud. The exertion of plodding through the ankle-deep mire augmented the sobering effect of the weather and he felt clearheaded and fully in control of his reflexes by the time he reached the dimly illuminated livery stable diagonally across from the saloon.

	The sole light source was the dying fire in the open-fronted stove at the center of the stable. Matt Bannerman, the liveryman, was soundly asleep on a mattress at the side of the stove. Without waking the old man, Faversham fed some logs to the stove, then clenched a five-dollar bill in Bannerman’s gnarled fist His grey gelding watched balefully, pleased to have his owner close by in the raging storm, but nervous at the prospect of having to move out of the dry warmth into the soaking cold. Nevertheless, the animal submitted without protest to being saddled and led out into the night. And, after Faversham had closed the stable doors and mounted, the gelding responded willingly to the command for a trot along the short length of street and out on to the open trail.

	Despite feeling more sober than when he had left the saloon, Faversham knew that he was still drunk. Tightening the chin-cord of his Stetson and canting his body forward into the pressure of the north wind curling down from the high country, the young man in the brightly colored slicker acknowledged his drunkenness and was unconcerned by it. He knew the trail between Blanco Rio and his claim as well as a man could know any stretch of terrain. He felt he could close his eyes and instinct would take over from vision. And if Jonas Boswell’s liquor had’ blurred his instincts, then the gelding knew the way. After a while, when the few lights still lit in town had been swallowed up by the night and the slanting rain behind him, Faversham did allow his eyes to close. Simply as a test, he told himself. He really wasn’t that tired or that drunk. He smiled, but his amusement was not caused by the foolishness of this self-deceit.

	Philip Faversham was twenty-six years old with a well-built frame that reached to an inch above six feet in height and tipped the scales at something over a hundred and ninety pounds. An Easterner by birth, he had come west at an early age: a babe in arms cradled by his mother aboard the swaying, rattling wagon of his pioneer father. The Faversham family had been among the lucky ones. The parents and the young offspring had survived weather and disease, deprivation and Indian attacks, broken axles and washed out trails to reach the goal of Oregon. And fate had continued to be kind to them for the farm Philip’s father had established between the western foothills of the Rocky Mountains and the vast emptiness of the Pacific Ocean had flourished.

	The youngster had grown tall and strong on the farm, his open face becoming more handsome with each year that passed. Long hours working in the fields had ensured that the weather of each season had roughened and added a hard texture to his basic good looks; there was nothing weak about the set of his pale blue eyes, well-chiseled nose, wide mouth and firm jawline—all spread beneath a mop of unruly blond hair. And the shock of the tragic loss of both his parents in a landslide when he was just seventeen had added the final touches of masculine hardness to the adolescent as he was thrust into premature adulthood.

	After this traumatic blow, Philip Faversham had been convinced that fate had turned against him and was intent upon making him suffer for the uninterrupted happiness of his youth. He had sold the farm and headed south, not knowing why he reached the decision and with no ultimate destination in view. It was a long, aimless haul: out of Oregon, down through northern California, across western Nevada and then following the course of the Colorado River on its eastern bank to the Mexican border before swinging south-east through Arizona. He had been grief-stricken and bitter. He hardly cared what became of him, and he could have died on countless occasions in many different ways. But, just as he had survived a cross-continental journey unharmed, so he rode from the far north to the extreme south of the country and arrived safely in the tiny town of Blanco Rio.

	Arrived safely and free of bitterness; still grieving for his dead parents, but with his former trust in a benevolent fate re-established. His mother and father had enjoyed a good and a long life and had died without pain or fore-knowledge of what was to befall. Such an end to their lives could in no way be regarded as a punishment—upon them or their son. If nothing else, the long ride had at least enabled the young Philip Faversham to understand the meaning of selfishness and to decide he would never again allow himself to fall prey to it. Every man had his share of good and bad luck. He could only accept the good and ride with the bad, and be grateful when fortune was more inclined to smile than to scowl.

	This attitude of enjoying life to the full when it was smooth and making the best of it over the rough spots had as much to do with Faversham’s popularity in Blanco Rio as any other aspect of his personable demeanor. The town had been even smaller back then, some nine years ago. A little more than adequate market town for the scattering of dirt farms between the southern slopes of the Dragoon Mountains and the foothills of the Guadalupe range. He had worked at many jobs—for Matt Bannerman at the livery, Jonas Boswell in the saloon, as a casual hand on almost every dirt farm and, of course, on the big, prime land spread of Stanford Abbot.

	The smile turning up the corners of Faversham’s long mouth became frosty as the name of the tough rancher entered his mind. His hatred for the man—the only living thing he detested—almost sobered Faversham completely. But then, a moment before he could snap open his eyes and acknowledge the teeming rain and gusting wind that lashed and buffeted him, the name of Abbot’s daughter displaced that of the father. And with the name of Kathy came the image of the beautiful young woman who could not have existed without the man.

	So Faversham remained in his state of liquor-inspired withdrawal and the smile was re-established—more well defined as he reflected upon his love for the woman and hers for him. It had seemed a hopeless love at first—and not simply because Stanford Abbot was determined his daughter should marry into a society family. Allied to this challenge was an even stronger one—of Faversham’s own making. For he was resolved never to broach the subject of marriage until he was in a position to offer Kathy a life style at least equal to the high degree of luxury she enjoyed in her father’s home.

	The strength of their love for each other could be measured by the eight years in which it had remained constant in the face of an empty future. And now the reward of their patience was in sight. A year ago, an old prospector had struck a silver lode in the Dragoons, It wasn’t a large strike, but it didn’t need to be to start a rush. Philip Faversham had not joined the massed invasion, for with the future of Kathy to consider, he was not about to do anything in haste. So he was late in throwing in his job and using his savings as a stake to go up into the mountains in search of a fortune. Six weeks late, because that was how long it took Kathy to convince him he would never get as rich as he wanted to be by hiring out as a casual hand. He had been aware of this himself, of course, but he needed the spur of her encouragement to risk every cent he had on the scant hope of finding the massive lode everybody thought was hidden deep inside the jagged Dragoons.

	‘And I’ve found it, boy,’ he hissed with controlled delight, opening his eyes now.

	There had been no more lightning and thunder since Faversham had stepped unsteadily out of the saloon. The gelding’s knowledge of the trail out to the claim, rather than the rider’s homing instinct, had kept him heading on the correct route up into the high country. Heading through darkness that was impenetrable to the eyes of man and animal beyond two yards in any direction, a darkness filled with the sounds of wind and rain, and hooves sinking into and sucking out of mud. Such sounds were familiar to the gelding and he had adjusted to them, controlling his nervousness. But the abrupt intrusion of the man’s voice sent a bolt of fear through the animal’s brain. The horse stopped in his tracks, ears pricked and nostrils flared. A shudder quaked his rain-streaming flanks.

	‘Steady,’ Faversham urged in a whisper, crouching in the saddle to caress the animal’s neck with a gentle hand. ‘Easy, boy. Ain’t nothing to be scared of.’

	The gelding responded to the familiar gentleness of the man’s touch and voice and moved forward again at an easy walk. Faversham, experiencing a dryness in his mouth as the sole after-effect of his drinking, surveyed the restricted area of terrain visible to him. Now his instinct did play its part. Without spotting any feature he could recognize as a landmark, he became convinced he was within a mile of his claim.

	‘Nothing to be scared of at all,’ he continued, relaxing again. ‘Just a good life to look forward to, boy. The Kathy Lode is the big one. I can feel it. I’ve only been scratching at it. First thing tomorrow, I start digging real hard. I’m goin’ to strike it big.’

	Faversham was a realist. If he had thought along such lines a few minutes earlier, he would have been inclined to attribute the optimism to strong liquor. But now he was stone-cold sober. He could think in terms of his winning poker streak as an omen of fate beginning to smile on him. Poker—his sole relaxation from the rigorous, back-breaking work at the mine. Unless fantasies’ of Kathy, indulged in during the quiet period between exhausted waking and deep sleeping, could be counted as relaxation, And Kathy herself! How could he forget those stolen minutes with Kathy whenever she was able to slip away from the ranch for long enough to visit the claim?

	He had been fooling himself. He was still drunk—thinking of the weekly poker games ahead of the much more infrequent meetings with Kathy. His head began to ache—a pounding pain that beat with monotonous regularity at the inside of his skull just above his right eye. So, despite the wind-lashed rain beating into his face for so long, he was going to have a lulu of a hangover. And he thought he knew the reason. Thoughts. Reflections on the past and hopes for the future. A man with an alcohol-addled brain should not concern himself with deep thoughts. For it resulted in confusion which reacted in the physical form of a pounding headache.

	He spurred the gelding forward into a trot as the gradient leveled out and he rode into the lee of a high cliff face. This was a landmark he did recognize, as the gelding’s hooves sent up sprays of muddy water from the pools spread at the base of the sharply rising rock wall. A hundred yards ahead the cliff would start to swing to the left and lose height rapidly as the natural trail took an upward sweep again.

	There would be clumps of low brush to the right. His tin-roofed shack at the entrance to his mine tunnel would be a quarter of a mile up the slope
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