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“There ain’t no man bigger’n
Buchanan. He might be taller than Buchanan. He might be wider than
Buchanan. He might be heavier than Buchanan. But there ain’t nobody
in the whole world bigger than Buchanan.”

Buchanan was a peace-loving man. But
there was little peace in his life. Trouble just seemed to follow
him. Like now. All Tom Buchanan wanted to do was pay a visit to
young Nora and her family, and all hell broke loose.
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Chapter One

Coming up onto the high plain was always
pleasurable, and Tom Buchanan drank the clean, cool air with gratitude.
He had long been away from the nearby town of Encinal and his young
friends, the Billy Buttons. There was a new baby, their first, and
he was more than anxious to see them all.

The big horse, Nightshade, seemed also to enjoy the ride.
His black hide shone in the sun. He nickered at the odor of piñon
nuts fallen ripe from the little trees and pretended to shy at the
shadow of a flying hawk. They came to a cool creek and Buchanan
reined off the road and loosed the bridle so that the horse could
drink.

Upstream a bit, Buchanan
dipped his hands and rinsed them, then managed a few sips of the
clear liquid. He hunkered down for a moment, wiping his
brow.

He was sandy-haired, florid of complexion. He was six feet
four and ax-handle wide, scarred with the wounds of many battles he
had not sought. Today was his idea of perfect, the weather fine,
the sun warm but not too hot, the road stretching to an anticipated
rendezvous with friends. He was a peaceable man.

He never wore a sidearm
unless the occasion absolutely demanded it—he kept gun and belt
wrapped in his saddlebag. His rifle was bonneted on the saddle
where it might be needed anytime in this great Western countryside.
He had thought to kill a deer and bring in the meat to his hosts,
but there had been no opportunity.

There were gifts for the infant, of course, purchased in El
Paso: a rattle, a rag doll, a cunningly carved, tiny wooden Colt
.45. His money belt was well filled with currency and his latest
wound had completely healed. He was a happy man this early summer’s
day. As Buchanan slid Nightshade’s bridle back in place, he looked
westward to the Black Range, where he hoped to hunt and fish in the
near future.

There was a smoke sign. He
squinted, trying to read it, or to partially understand it since
even Tom Buchanan could not always translate Apache signals. Back
at Deming an old-timer had said that Juju might be out, that it was
the season for the fighting Apache, but no one had paid much
attention.

Nightshade whinnied, a
note of alarm. Buchanan dove for the horse, unwrapped the
Remington, and mounted, all in one grizzly like motion. There was
movement in the gully beyond the running water. Buchanan kneed the
big black and rode.

He charged directly toward
the small canyon. He knew better than to run from Apaches when they
were that close. An arrow in the back long years ago had taught him
that lesson. He came in, rifle ready, holding fire, desiring to
make absolutely certain that it was enemy Indians stalking him. A
figure leaped up and fired a musket almost in his face. The noise
was tremendous but the bullet missed its mark.

Buchanan swung the rifle barrel, leaning down. Metal struck
skull bone. Nightshade nimbly leaped a fallen log. Small
brown-skinned men were running up the side of the depression,
nimbly, as though they were on flat land. Buchanan dropped a shot
among them, not aiming, not wishing to kill anyone who did not
sorely need killing. They vanished, and he rode back to where his
assailant lay flat on his face, arms outspread, blood seeping from
his scalp.

When Buchanan was within arm’s reach, kneeling to examine
the extent of the damage he had inflicted, the prone figure moved.
With the speed of a snake the Apache stabbed a long, sharp knife at
Buchanan’s vitals.

The big man did not move
his feet. Only his bearlike paw reached for the sinewy brown wrist.
He held the young man negligently, in a grasp so viselike that the
stoic bravery slipped and the Indian winced, groaning.

Buchanan said, “Expected
it. You of the People do not quit.”

The youngster spat.
“Pig-dog. White-eye. Skunk-stink.”

“Juju has sure got you
boys riled up. Wonder what it is this time?” He peered closely at
the youth. “Hey! No wonder you got all that bile in you. White
blood, shows plain.” He stared again. “I’ll be uncle to a buffalo.
You’re kin to Juju.”

The boy braced himself,
the blood still running down his cafe-au-lait cheek. “Juju is my
father. You will die for this!”

“Uh-huh,” Buchanan said.
“Juju liked to kill me several times.”

The boy spat. His English
was slurred but quite plain. “You and your kind cannot be trusted.
You are pigs!”

“Missions. They teach the
language but they don’t do much good.” Buchanan now took the knife
away from the numbed hand. “Like a razor, ain’t it? You sure are
one belligerent tyke.”

He spun the youth around,
noting that the body was emaciated, that the thin, strong arms were
stringy as the calves of the legs. He dragged the boy to where
Nightshade stood and found leather pigging thongs in his
saddlebag. He tied the hands and feet and picked up the body as
though it were a sack of wheat and carried it to the
stream.

“Got to knock you people
about to get a chance to take care of you,” he said, ignoring the
Spanish and American oaths issuing from the slit of mouth. “Trouble
with yawl is you ain’t got the brains of a duck, exceptin’ to when
it comes to trackin’ or huntin’ or fightin’.”

He washed the wound,
squinted at it. The young Apache was stone-faced now, enduring the
pain in silence. Buchanan went back to his capacious bags and took
out a clean linen cloth. He rummaged for a salve that a Crow Indian
girl had given some time before and made a poultice. A trace of
wonder showed, willy-nilly, on the face of the boy. Buchanan
finished adjusting the bandage, untied the boy’s hands and feet,
and stood grinning at him.

The youth said grudgingly,
“I am Jo-san.”

“I am Buchanan. Tell your
father that you met me,” Buchanan advised him. “Tell your father to
raid someplace else or I might come after him.”

“You would not
dare!”

“Just ask your papa,”
Buchanan said. “Now, I’m visitin’ friends hereabouts. You savvy
Billy Button?”

“I savvy the white
pig.”

“You stay away from him
and his baby and his wife,” Buchanan said and now his words were
strong and harsh. “You tell your papa what I say.”

The boy came to his feet.
He was older than Buchanan had first imagined, a full-fledged
warrior, probably twenty or twenty-one. He wore Apache leggins, and
now he plucked his red headband from the ground and stood as tall
as he could manage, facing Buchanan. “You cannot buy me,” he said.
“Not with your bandages, with your words. You should have killed
me. I will remember you, Buchanan.”

“So will your old man.”
Buchanan was weary of the fanatical youth. “So will whole heaps of
live Apaches. The dead ones, they don’t remember. I am your friend.
But when you come at me with your weapons I will kill you. And if
you harm my friends I will kill you. That is enough!”

The boy swelled like a
frog but could not find words. Of a sudden he leaped with the speed
and agility of a mountain lion. In a trice he was astride of
Nightshade, uttering the screaming, banshee howl that never failed
to start horses running.

Nightshade quirked one
ear, looked inquiringly at Buchanan. The youth called Jo-san
kicked his heels. Nightshade reared, made a neat half-turn, then
dropped his head and thrust his hind legs high, as though in
play.

Jo-san flew through the
air with the greatest of ease, reminding Buchanan of a trapeze
artist from a circus he had once attended. At the end of a parabola
the head of the Indian youth was thrust deep into a clump of purple
furze alongside the stream.

“Enough of this nonsense,”
Buchanan said. “You go tell your papa I said so.”

He climbed aboard
Nightshade. The horse snorted, then resumed leisurely passage
toward Encinal. Birds sang again in the trees. A giant butterfly
paused curiously to look upon the rear end of the dazed Jo-san,
then jittered upon its way.

Young Apache braves were
sensitive, Buchanan knew. This one, being part Mexican, was
extremely so, and it was a shame that he should have so far
overreached himself. Still, there was nothing to be done about it.
Jo-san could be as deadly as a grown brave—or a rattlesnake. His
father was a strong, independent man, his mother a proud Mexican
woman, once a slave, now the number one wife of the minor
chieftain. There was a lot to be said for Juju and his like, and
Buchanan had said it, over and over, to the authorities—but to no
avail. Too many still believed the only good Indian was a dead
Indian.

The road to Encinal grew
wider than he remembered. It was a couple of years since he had
passed this way and this was fast-growing country. The fields that
had been forests were crisscrossed with canals fed by the waters of
the mountain streams. Regular, straight rows of vegetables and
grain and whatnot grew where none had grown before. Progress, they
called it, taming of the land. People moving in, taking over nature
and all its resources. Not for Buchanan, he thought sadly, not for
his kind.

Now the birds and the bees
and beasts were silent once more. He heard the sound of creaking
leather and horses and men talking loud on the afternoon air.
Buchanan, solid, a giant of a man on a big horse, drew Nightshade
aside, under a tree, to allow these folks passage.

They came, a motley crew,
riding in a heap, no order. In the van was a handsome man in gray,
sharp-featured, wearing a soft felt hat rakish, a feather in its
band. He was dark, wearing a close-cut Vandyke and neatly trimmed
mustache. He saw Buchanan and reined in, hand on hip, a military
gesture.

“Sir, my name is
Beaumont,” said the man. “There were shots fired.”

“You might say that.”
Buchanan surveyed the posse and decided it was no better than any
other; that is, it was composed of idlers and drunks from the
saloon. He had a vast disrespect for town posses.

“Juju is out,” Beaumont
said. “You might be in consid’able danger, ridin’
alone.”

The Southern intonation
was strong, as if he curled the ends of the mustache when he
spoke.

“Ran into a son of his,
name of Jo-san,” Buchanan said. “No problem.”

“He fired upon
you?”

“Accidental-like,” said
Buchanan. “I know Juju.”

“You escaped their attack
upon you?”

“Wouldn’t put it that way.
They’ve gone back into the hills.” He gestured. “Good thing, too.
With yawl bunched up like that, someone mighta been
hurt.”

“Bunched up?” Beaumont
raised thick brows. “We are readying a cavalry charge. Redskins do
not fancy cavalry, my friend.”

“Cavalry?” Buchanan
grinned. “Now, do tell. Cavalry, eh? Looks a bit ragged to
me.”

A man rode from the rear
of the disorganized crew. He was astride a fine bay horse, a sober
man, squinting.

“Buchanan?”

“Well, if it ain’t Mr.
Avery,” said Buchanan. “How is the assayin’ business? How’s the
mine goin’ these days?”

“Very well indeed,” said
Ed Avery, a solemn man. “Welcome home, Buchanan.”

The man in gray said
impatiently. “We waste time. Are we going after Juju or are we
not?”

Mr. Avery said, “Well,
I’ll tell you, Mr. Beaumont. I didn’t hanker for this rangdoodle in
the first place. Reckon I’ll just ride back with Mr. Buchanan,
here.”

“And let this redskin
savage get away again? You’ll be sorry, sir. I promise yawl will be
sorry if we do not chase down this criminal and hang him from the
nearest tree.”

Buchanan rode Nightshade
out onto the road. The man named Beaumont had a ringing voice. The
people of the posse seemed hypnotized by him—or afraid to flout him
for some other reason. They all signified that they were with him,
by gum, to the finish.

Beaumont flashed his dark
gaze to Buchanan. “We shall meet again, sir. At your
disposal.”

He spurred his horse. He
rode very well but his seat was military, as Buchanan had guessed.
The others straggled after him. Avery sat on an old livery hack
and shrugged.

“There he goes. Always
raisin’ hell about somethin’. He’s kinda crazy, I think. The war,
y’ know? He was a Confederate soldier when he was just a
lad.”

“One of the new people in
Encinal, eh?”

“Town has grown,” said
Avery. “Like every other place. All the new farms. The mines are
still producing.”

“Nora doin’ all
right?”

“Just fine. You haven’t
seen their house, have you? Wouldn’t know your way around, tell the
truth. The store and the saloon—they’ve all been rebuilt. We got a
bank. There’s law and order and everything.”

“Where’s the marshal if
he’s not with the posse?”

“Beaumont,” said Avery.
“He’s the marshal.”

“Elected?”

“Yep. He talks a whole big
lot,” said Avery.

“And Billy?”

Avery hesitated. “Well, since the baby’s born ... Billy’s
in the new saloon a lot. Cards. I been worried—you know I handle
the mine money and all.”

Mr. Avery did, indeed,
handle the money from the mine, which Mousetrap Mulligan had
discovered up in the Black Range and in which Buchanan had a small
share. Nora and Billy had run away to get married when they were
both eighteen, and now they were twenty and parents and, if not
wealthy, at least without financial worry. Every so often Mr. Avery
sent a share of the take from the mine to Buchanan and once in a
while a note. It was his latest laconic but informative letter that
had been at least part of the reason Buchanan was returning to
Encinal.

He said, “Thanks for
lettin’ me know about things, Ed. Has Coco Bean showed up
yet?”

“I’ve been looking for him
since you mentioned he was going to meet you here. He hasn’t
arrived.”

“He had a fight in
Tucson,” Buchanan said. “He’ll be along.”

“I heard he knocked out a
white man over there,” said Avery.

“White, black, yellow,
green ... Coco knocks ’em all out,” said Buchanan. “He’s the black
champion of the West. He’d be the white champion too, only they
won’t fight him for the title. Nobody’s ever beat Coco.”

“That’s what I hear.” Mr.
Avery paused, coughed, then said, “Marshal Beaumont, he doesn’t
cater to the notion. He says black men are animals. Like apes. He
says they don’t have room in their skulls for brains like other
people. He talks like that a lot when people will listen. We don’t
have a single nigra left in Encinal.”

“You had several in the
mines if I remember.”

“Yes. After Beaumont was
elected they left.”

Mr. Avery was certainly
trying to convey something to him, Buchanan realized. He was making
it clear enough, at that. Marshal Beaumont, late of the Southern
army, was a man to be reckoned with. Also, he was a man who would
certainly cross Buchanan at each and every moment of meeting.
Also, Billy Button was not attending to his knitting, which would
be his wife and baby and his mine and whatever other property he
owned, Billy was still not quite twenty-one, and Mr. Avery acted
for him when legally necessary. It was apparent that Mr. Avery was
not entirely satisfied with matters as they were.

Buchanan said, “I’m mighty
fond of those two. Nora and Billy. Mighty fond of ’em.”

“I remember. Encinal was a
tiny town in the hills. You had to fight Poley and Fanny. Desiderio
and all them. Red Morgan died and you took care of Billy
Button.”

“It was a time,” agreed
Buchanan.

They rode on. Houses
sprang into view, some neatly built, painted white. There was a
knoll that had been unspoiled, empty except for the bushes and
trees. Atop it now was a house larger than the others, with a high
sloping shingle roof, a most expensive house for that part of the
country. There was a garden and behind it a big barn. Avery reined
in, pointed.

“Billy Button’s place. Had
everything sent in from the cities, furnishings too. Just them and
a Mex gal and the baby, they rattle around some I reckon. Nothin’
could stop him. He did want the best for Nora, her havin’ the baby
and all.”

“It’s a mighty fine house,
seems like.”

“Reckon you’ll want to see
it and them and the baby and all,” said Avery. “I’ll be in the
office if you want to talk to me.” He touched the brim of his hard
round hat and rode away, a decent, honest man who had proved
himself over the past couple of years.

There was a wagon road
leading up to the house. Buchanan let Nightshade walk it. He looked
around, observing a carriage house in addition to the neat red
barn at the rear of the property, also a vegetable garden in the
backyard. There was a shiny vehicle in the carriage house and a
pair of matched bays in the barn. He dismounted in the stable yard
and let Nightshade stand a moment.

Down below was Encinal. Where the saloon owned by the late
one-legged Red Morgan had stood was a larger emporium bearing a big
sign: PALACE HOTEL. Small adobe houses dotted the landscape,
arranged in checkerboard fashion. The main street held stores and
the bank. Avery’s assay office was now surrounded with other
enterprises where once it had been on the outskirts of
town.

Behind Buchanan a voice
cried, “Uncle Tom!”

He turned and Nora came
running, throwing herself into his arms. She was no more than five
feet tall and slight as a young birch. She looked no different from
how he remembered her: bright-eyed, full of the joy of living,
bouncing with energy.

He held her tight and
said, “Been tryin’ to get up here for a long while, now. Bless your
little heart.”

“Oh, Uncle Tom, I’ve
missed you so. How many times I’ve wanted to talk to you, to be
with you, to know your whereabouts.”

“Come on, now, it ain’t
that bad.” He laughed and pushed her off to arm’s length. He saw a
slight trace of sadness, a mere shadow in her eyes. He said,
“Whatever it is, you just let it come out whenever. Meantime,
didn’t I hear tell somewhat about a young un?”

“Come on,” she cried and
the shadow vanished. “Hurry. He’s probably eating us out of house
and home right this very minute.”

They went in the back way.
Nora had been wearing a sunbonnet in the garden, which did not
match her overalls; now she doffed it and her hair hung in braids
as before. She was twenty and looked no more than sixteen, he
thought.

The kitchen was huge. A
Mexican girl sat at a long table. In her arms was a tiny bundle
that made demanding noises. The girl had a spoon in her hand and
was poking some kind of mush into the yammering mouth.

Nora said, “He always
wants me to feed him. We’re trying to break him. He’s like a
hard-mouthed bronc.”

Buchanan removed his
sombrero. He walked around the table on tiptoes. He was somewhat
scared, he found. Babies were way out of his line.

He had been on the
frontier all his life. His lawman father had been slain, his mother
had died. He had never been close to marriage himself. Nora and
Billy had been about all the family he could claim since he was a
teenager. This addition was a novelty.

Nora was saying, “Teresa,
this is Uncle Tom Buchanan. You’ve heard us speak of him often
enough.”

She was a pretty girl with coiled black hair and limpid
brown eyes. “Si señor! Si, Oncle Tom. Thees is Billy Hoonior.” She held out the
baby.

Buchanan recoiled, putting
his hands behind him. He stared at the plump red face of the
infant, the beady eyes plainly resenting this interference with the
process of feeding.

Nora said. “His name is
Thomas Mulligan Button.”

“Sonofagun.” He suddenly
found himself holding the baby on the palm of his left hand,
balancing it with the right. “Looks like his old man!”

“He’s beautiful. Ain’t he
beautiful?” Nora gazed upon the little bundle with adoring
eyes.

“Beautiful?” Something
told Buchanan to lie. He was a man of peace and it was often
diplomatic to evade a harsh truth. “Why, sure. He’s as beautiful as
... as ... a piglet in a barnyard.”

Teresa giggled. Nora
looked taken aback for a moment, then she smiled.

“Nothing’s cuter than a
piglet,” she said.

Thomas Mulligan Button
wriggled. He reached out a hand and grabbed Buchanan’s thumb. He
hung onto it, grunting and squirming. His toothless mouth curled in
a wide grin, his beady eyes stared straight at Buchanan. He began
to talk. It made no sense at all, but his intentions were of the
best.

Nora crowed, “See? He
knows you already. He’s tellin’ you something.”

“I think he also is a
little bit like his grandpa, Mousetrap,” Buchanan said. “You mind
how he talked a heap, especially in his cups?”

“That’s how come his name.
Thomas Mulligan. For you and for Grandpa,” said Nora. ‘“And you’re
in time for the christenin’. Fact is, we been postponin’ it, hopin’
that you’d show up at last.”

“Christenin’?” This was
new to Buchanan.

“In the church. We got a
church now. Miz Avery, you remember her, she’s the
preacher.”

“I be doggone.” He stared
helplessly at Thomas Mulligan Button. The baby pursed his lips,
emitted a large bubble and a sound patently disrespectful. The
Mexican girl giggled again, and Buchanan thrust the infant at her.
Young Button went willingly, possibly eagerly. “Uh-huh. Some
baby.”

Nora was dancing, not yet
finished with her
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