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	The Home of Great 

	Western Fiction!

	 


They came from the East. A small wagon train of men, women and children. Mormons in search of land beyond the Sierra Mogollons, to build their own town. They had already been hit by several fierce attacks. And the survivors were left with very little food and water. When they were attacked by Cuchillo Oro and his renegade Indians it seemed to be the last straw. Amazingly the attack is a failure; his renegades killed and he is captured.

	Now in the hands of Robert Regan, the caravan’s security chief, Cuchillo bargains for his life. His knowledge of the land could save him and the Mormons. With no other help or hope of survival the leaders chose to accept his offer. But there is a new terror to strike at the hearts of the Mormons …

	Cannibalism!

	And if anyone was going to be eaten, it would be the hostage redskin first …

	Cuchillo Oro.
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This is for Andy Ettinger, 

	who’s the great white-father over the sea. 

	With thanks.
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Chapter One

	 

	‘ANY HOTTER AND my brains are gonna start to bubble in my goddamned skull!’

	‘Brother! Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain! Remember the teachings.’

	A horseman riding along beside the wagon laughed. The laughter brought on a fit of coughing, and he spat noisily into the baking dust. ‘Screw the teachings, lady. You want to pray for anything, then you better pray for lots of water and no Apaches.’

	The horseman dug his spurs into his pony’s flanks and vanished into a cloud of swirling red dust. Behind him, the small wagon train wound back along the trail. If you could have located any shade, you’d have found the temperature was just over a hundred degrees. Out in the roasting sun, it was nearly thirty degrees hotter.

	The woman sniffed, pulling her kerchief closer across her mouth to try to keep the dust out. ‘That Mr. Reagan. He surely rideth for a fall. The Lord will smite him down in his pride and swollen blaspheming.’

	Her husband cracked the reins across the backs of his oxen and stared moodily out at the bleak landscape. The weeks on the trail were beginning to take their toll in boredom and impatience. Without looking at his wife, he spoke to her out of the corner of his mouth.

	‘By God, Emmie. I swear that the Lord’s words about empty vessels making the most noise must have been written just for you. Robbie Reagan’s got us this far, and I reckon he’s going to get us all the way to our promised land.’

	Despite his words, Henry Duquesne wasn’t all that confident about the future. The idea that God would always provide for his chosen people had seemed so reassuring back in the safety of Boston. That was when Emmie had first come into contact with the Children of Jesus and had fallen totally for their teachings, dragging her husband and children with her.

	Now they were halfway across America, bouncing in a wagon that felt as though it would collapse on the next jolt. Food almost gone. Enough water for only two more days. Their youngest child dead of dysentery before they reached the Mississippi, and their oldest, buried in a wind-washed grave on the open prairie, dead of an illness that ran its lethal course in only three days.

	Henry had never really been convinced of the value of the Children of Jesus. Like many people he had been suspicious of the pernicious teachings of the Mormons and their adulterous relationships. Eighteen years ago, he had rejoiced at the news that Joseph Smith, the founder of the cult, had been murdered. He wondered at the way the Mormons had somehow flourished, attracting converts from the teeming poor of Europe, and he’d read in the papers of the way they had founded their community amid the sagebrush and alkali deposits of the Great Salt Lake.

	Just before they left Boston, the Duquesnes had seen that there were steps being taken to introduce federal law to make polygamy illegal throughout the American continent.

	But that wasn’t the real reason they had left the East. The war news had been bad, and it seemed as though the rebels might win yet. Everyone had been saying that 1862 would be a great year. That the fate of their country would be decided on the peninsula between the James and York Rivers. The Army of the Potomac, under General McClellan, faced the might of the Army of Northern Virginia under the combined talents of Generals Joseph Johnston, Jackson, and Lee. Defeat would be disastrous.

	So, they had come to this burning and inhospitable land. Though they publicly refuted the teachings of the unpopular Mormons, there was much in the beliefs of the Children of Jesus that ran with their ideas. Polygamy wasn’t official, but all women were in common, and could be taken by any man who had become an Elder.

	That particular thought brought the bitter taste of bile to Duquesne’s mouth, and he coughed, seeing his spittle tinted red by the dust. Elders! That was what they called themselves. He could have thought of other names for them. But he didn’t dare stand against them. Too many of the twenty or so men in the party were firm believers in the credo of the cult. And that didn’t take any account of the five or six Elders who were never far from their leader. Guns hanging prominently at their hips.

	A voice broke into his thoughts from a man on horseback who’d ridden silently up out of their own dust. Despite the covering of red sand that hung over him like a gaudy pall, he was instantly recognizable. Nearly seven feet in height, and thin as a rake, it was Ezekiel Revelation Gabriel, the leader of the Children of Jesus.

	‘Brother! Less time on your impious thoughts and more on keeping those spavined creatures from blocking off the trail!’

	‘I’m sorry, Exalted One.’

	Duquesne hated himself for cringing before the man, but he had seen what had happened to pilgrims who’d tried to cross their self-appointed leader. Gabriel kept a knife under his long cloak, and he was quick to use it. There were two families on the train who were fatherless on account of that knife.

	The thin lips peeled back reluctantly from the feral teeth. ‘Indeed Brother Duquesne. There is a great distance to the next waterhole, and we must all make sacrifices to the blessed memory of Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Reagan tells me we will soon be in the mountains, after the next lot of water. He is concerned about the noble savages in these parts. I fear them not.’

	‘Alleluia, Exalted One,’ breathed Emmie Duquesne, looking adoringly at their leader. ‘For are we not clothed with the blessed armor of the Lord Jesus, and his shield will stand before us against them that trouble us.’

	For a moment there was silence. Henry was conscious of the creaking of the wagon, and the breathing of the oxen as they ground remorselessly on. And the jingling of harness on the wagons ahead of them, and the laughter of some of the Elders who brought up the rear.

	‘Brother Duquesne. I did not hear thee say the Amen to the words of the woman. Have ye no faith that it was the Lord Jesus who brought us this far?’

	‘With the help of Robert Reagan,’ muttered Duquesne rebelliously, knowing that there was little love lost between the stocky trail boss and the lean Gabriel. Reagan had his ramrods with him, but the balance lay tipped by the number of the gun-carrying Elders. Twice there had nearly been a major confrontation between the two men, but each time it had been turned. Reagan and his men were up front breaking trail for the rest of the party, and scouting for the hostile Apaches that were reputed to infest that part of the Arizona Territory. The rearguard was the Children of Jesus.

	The lean figure pulled closer to the swaying wagon, eyes burning from under the brim of his Stetson. ‘Brother Duquesne, you talk what seems to me to be mighty close to sacrilege when you say that we are here by the power of the man Reagan, and not by the Divine guidance of His will. I am minded to teach thee a lesson.’

	Duquesne shuddered. The last lesson he had seen was blazed in his memory. An elderly man, traveling with his eight children, had objected to Duquesne enforcing his own sexual laws on the body of his eldest girl, a slip of a child of fourteen. The Exalted One had got his Elders to strip the old man and spread-eagle him against a wagon Wheel. Then every man, woman, and child in the party had been ordered to give him one lash of the whip, his children beginning the punishment.

	The heavy whip had torn strips of flesh from the man’s back, cutting a bloody pattern of raw wounds. It had been hard to see exactly when he had died, but Gabriel had commanded that the whipping should carry on until every person of the Children of Jesus had taken his turn flogging the corpse.

	‘Aye, a lesson, Brother. I have seen you casting lustful eyes on the woman who travels with you.’

	‘My wife,’ protested Duquesne. ‘Emmie’s my wife and has been for—’

	‘No, Brother,’ interrupted Emmie, still smiling crookedly at the tall figure ranged alongside them on his black stallion, ‘In the Children of Jesus, we are all brothers and sisters.’

	Through the mask of dust, the grin widened at the woman’s words. ‘Rightly said, Sister. It grieves me to see that you still ride with one who is lacking in belief. Until we reach the next waterhole, you shall leave this man and ride with the other Sisters in my own chariot. Then, perhaps, Brother Duquesne will again have seen the light and may be allowed to have the pleasure of your company once more.’

	It was too much. Eyes blinking with rage, Henry Duquesne reached under the bucking wooden seat of the wagon and came up holding a cocked rifle, the barrel pointing at the chest of the giant figure on the horse. ‘That’s it That is it, you bastard, Gabriel! I’ve taken just about all the crap you can throw at me, but when it comes to taking my wife away from me and screwing her in your stinking wagon …’

	Gabriel waved a hand, and one of the Elders, Ray Chandler, spurred his horse up on the other side of the Duquesne rig. The Exalted One shouted across to his man: ‘Seems to me that the Devil has been working away in our midst yet again, Brother Chandler.’

	The Elder stared at Henry, who had moved the rifle so that it pointed vaguely over the heads of his team. At his elbow, Emmie seemed frozen by fear. ‘Where d’you get that rifle, Brother Duquesne? You know that the Exalted One, may the blessings of Jesus be upon him, has ruled that such weapons are only for the Elders. Single-shot handguns only, Brother Duquesne.’

	‘But Mr. Reagan said that there were tracks of unshod ponies, hereabouts, Brother Chandler. He said that meant renegade Apaches.’

	Gabriel edged a little away from the wagon, hand slipping around to lie comfortably on the ivory butt of his Colt. Running the Children of Jesus and taking them all to their promised land was one thing. Getting his head blown off by an angry husband was another.

	Ahead of them, they hadn’t noticed that they were heading into a high-sided canyon. The first steps in the foothills of the Sierra Mogollon. The sun was edging down as the afternoon slipped by, throwing their shadows back behind them over the desert. Reagan and his men had tightened up the train as they entered what was obviously a potential ambush, but the Duquesnes hadn’t even noticed. They were the last wagon but one, and the only people behind it were the group of horsemen, the Elders. Riding easily as a rearguard.

	Reagan was turned in his saddle, looking anxiously back toward the straggling tail of his train. Gabriel and Chandler were watching Duquesne, wondering when to make their moves against him. Emmie had her eyes closed, praying desperately. Henry was trying to keep his team moving, hold the rifle in his wet hands, and watch both the Exalted One and his ramrod all at the same time.

	Nobody saw the flash from up on the rim of the arroyo. As though the sun had flared for a moment off something very bright. Something like the blade of a golden knife.

	Chandler laughed. ‘Indians! Apaches! Brother Reagan doesn’t know his—’

	‘Brother Chandler!’ warned Gabriel.

	‘Well, Exalted One. The silliness of the ideas of there being hostiles this far north at this time of year. We’re practically on Paiute land anyway, and there’s a treaty. Might be a few Apache bucks, but we’ve got enough gun power for them.’

	‘And the righteous might of the great Lord Jesus, who is our Lord and Savior,’ intoned the leader piously.

	‘That too,’ said Chandler. ‘No, sir, Brother Duquesne. That Brother Reagan is setting up to frighten you folks. When I said farewell to my lovely little sister, hanging out of that high window in the house we lived in back east, I promised her I wouldn’t tangle with no Indians. I aim to keep that promise.’

	Ray Chandler lived all his life a liar.

	The bullet from the captured Henry hit him a glancing blow on the back of the head, burning a bloody furrow across his scalp. A black pool opened at his feet, and he dived into it, falling from his horse directly under the front wheels of the Duquesne wagon.

	Emmie screamed once. Gabriel fought to control his bucking horse, cursing in a most irreligious way. The oxen threw up their heads at the sudden crack of the rifle, eyes rolling redly. Henry tried to rein them in, but he was way too slow for Ray Chandler. The iron-rimmed wheel ground across his neck, bursting his throat open in a welter of blood and torn flesh. All that held his head connected to his body was a thread of gristle, gray among the white bone and raw meat. The rear wheels cut even the gristle, and the head rolled heavily on one side, the eyes closed. Neither of the Duquesnes even felt a bump as the heavily loaded rig rattled on.

	So Ray Chandler fell into the big sleep.

	 

	On the rim of the arroyo, Cuchillo Oro, the ‘Golden Knife’ himself, shouted angrily at the brave who had fired that first shot. Fired it early, giving the head of the train time to turn away.

	‘Take the riders at the rear! Cut them off!’ he yelled, drawing a bead on one of the horsemen with his own gun. He squeezed the trigger, grunting with satisfaction as he saw the man fall. After the mutilation of his right hand, over a year ago now, it had taken weeks of painful training to learn to shoot left-handed. But it had been worth it.

	The trap had been sprung, but it had been sprung too early. The head of the train wasn’t properly in, and was able to break away. Only the last two wagons—the Duquesnes’ and the water carrier’s—were in their grasp. The scout, Reagan, and his men were at the head of the train, whipping up the horses and oxen, screaming at them to move it out.

	Cloaked in dust, spurs drawing blood from his stallion’s flanks, the Exalted One galloped furiously past the wagons, six-gun in his hand. Trapped by the slower-moving rigs, the rest of his Elders milled in confusion.

	They were easy targets for the Apaches. Cuchillo directed the fire, concentrating on the horses, ripping them from under their riders. Although most of the Indians were indifferent shots, at that range and with that concentration of fire, they couldn’t miss. The pair of oxen drawing the Duquesne’s wagon dropped to their knees, coughing up blood from a dozen wounds. Henry dragged Emmie from the seat, pulling her into the lee of the wagon. The following rig, carrying all the remaining water for the train, also stopped, the driver dying as bullets tore his chest apart.

	Dust billowed around them, making it impossible for them to see what was happening. They could hear the fading shouts of men, the whooping of the Apaches, and the screams of dying horses.

	One of the Elders suddenly loomed up from the darkness, blood streaming down his forehead from a deep cut. Emmie screamed at the sight, but Henry called out for the men to join them in temporary safety. Dragging a wounded leg, the Brother nearly made it without being spotted. Then a cry went up, and the ground around him erupted in gouts of dust as the bullets bit and ricocheted.

	A slug cracked into his side, knocking him sideways against one of the wagon’s wheels. He opened his mouth, but no sound came out. Emmie stared at the dying man, whose eyes were opened wide with shock.

	‘No, Henry. Look, Brother Nettson’s trying to speak. Do you wish to pray to the Blessed Jesus Christ for your salvation? Or do you wish for the Exalted One to give you absolution?’

	It was an academic question as Gabriel was now a good quarter of a mile away from the trapped rearguard.

	Brother Nettson looked at the woman, and tried to respond to her question. At last he managed to force out the words, ‘Gabriel? Wish I’d never laid eyes on the son of a fucking bitch.’

	With a racking cough, Nettson brought up a mouthful of blood and then lay still. The shooting stopped, the echoes fading away down the arroyo. Crouched behind their wagon, the Duquesnes felt very much alone. Henry had his old pistol in his hand, the rifle forgotten up on the seat. Smoke began to billow around them, drifting over from the water wagon that was blazing a few yards away from them.

	Emmie began to cry softly. ‘Henry, where are the others? Where’s the Exalted One and the Elders? Oh, dear! Oh, Lord Jesus!’

	Her husband squinted under the wheels, trying to see what was happening. He saw the corpses of the Elders sprawled by their horses, and he could see clear along the canyon to where the others had gone.

	It was empty.

	‘I’m sorry, honey. It looks like they’ve gone and left us here. I figure everyone else is dead.’

	He looked again, and saw the Indians. About two dozen, he estimated, walking warily down from the cliffs above them. Most with rifles and some with bows. Their leader was a tall brave, his hair tied back in a black mane. In one hand he held a rifle and in the other a great golden knife. As the brave got closer, Duquesne saw that there were fingers missing from his right hand. He was wearing the simple cotton shirt and trousers of the Apache, tucked into soft hide boots. He was only about twenty paces away.

	The pistol felt cold in his sweaty hand. Henry gently cocked the gun, the noise lost in the crackling of the flames and the screams of one of the wounded animals. Emmie stopped her praying and looked at him. ‘Shoot them while they’re not ready, Henry. Blast the devils to hell and back.’

	He replied in a low whisper. ‘Wish I could. Trouble is, this old pistol’s only a single-shot, and there’s a lot of them. I’m aiming to save you from a fate worse than death.’

	A few yards away, Cuchillo was leading his pack of renegade wolves, when he heard the whisper. He stopped and held up his hand with the knife, the baking sun glinting off the golden hilt, which glowed among the cluster of precious stones. The other braves also stopped, guns ready. The smoke grew thicker, making it impossible to see who was behind the wagon.
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