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			APACHE VENDETTA

			The brothers were huffing and cursing. They must have figured it would be easy with two against one.

			Fargo was happy to disappoint them. A fist clipped his cheek and he smashed his forearm into Gant’s mouth. Link swung at his neck but missed. Fargo kicked Link in the knee and, when Link doubled over, kneed him in the face.

			“Stop it, all of you!” Tandy yelled.

			Fargo was vaguely aware of other voices and a commotion but he didn’t take his eyes off the Bascombs. To keep them from setting themselves he unleashed a flurry, hitting first one and then the other, going for the face and the gut. Their jaws were iron; they wouldn’t go down that way.
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			PUBLISHER’S NOTE
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Version_1


		
			The Trailsman

			Beginnings . . . they bend the tree and they mark the man. Skye Fargo was born when he was eighteen. Terror was his midwife, vengeance his first cry. Killing spawned Skye Fargo, ruthless, cold-blooded murder. Out of the acrid smoke of gunpowder still hanging in the air, he rose, cried out a promise never forgotten.

			The Trailsman they began to call him all across the West: searcher, scout, hunter, the man who could see where others only looked, his skills for hire but not his soul, the man who lived each day to the fullest, yet trailed each tomorrow. Skye Fargo, the Trailsman, the seeker who could take the wildness of a land and the wanting of a woman and make them his own.

		

	
		
			1861, New Mexico Territory—no one stops an Apache out for vengeance.
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			Skye Fargo was being shadowed. To have that happen in Blackfoot or Sioux country would be bad. But now he was in Apache territory, and that was worse. No other tribe could hold a candle to the Apaches when it came to a silent stalk and kill.

			Fargo wasn’t there by choice. Colonel Hastings at Fort Union had sent for him, saying it was urgent he get there as quickly as possible.

			So here Fargo was, pushing his Ovaro hard over the rugged Southwest terrain in the height of summer. The heat was blistering.

			Fargo was a big man, with eyes as blue as a high country lake and as piercing as a hawk’s. Broad of shoulder and packed with muscle, he wore buckskins and a red bandanna and a Colt high on his hip.

			Fort Union was situated on the Santa Fe Trail, on the west side of a valley watered by a creek. It was built to protect travelers from hostiles, particularly the Jicarilla Apaches, who keenly resented the white invasion of their land and took great delight in ending the life of any white they caught.

			And now at least three of them were stalking him.

			Fargo had caught on to them by a fluke when he’d stopped to rest at a spring and climbed some boulders to scout the lay of the land ahead. For the briefest instant he’d glimpsed a trio of swarthy forms and then they had melted away. It was a rare mistake on their part.

			They were on foot but that hardly mattered. Apaches could run all day and be fresh to run again the next morning. He might outdistance them by riding the stallion into the ground but then they would catch up and he’d be no better off.

			So Fargo was being careful not to let the heat take too much of a toll. His eyes under his hat brim were always in motion, flicking right and left and up and ahead, and he often gave quick glances back.

			The Apaches hadn’t made the same mistake twice. They rarely did. But they were still there, still stalking him. He knew it as surely as he’d ever known anything.

			Fargo had tangled with Apaches before. They were some of the most formidable warriors alive, and devious as hell. Masters in the art of dispensing death, they had tricks up their sleeves that no one had ever heard of.

			Extra cause for Fargo to be extra alert. It was a strain, and kept his nerves on edge. Any sound, however slight, caused him to stiffen.

			By his reckoning he was a day out of the fort. The sun was about to set, and although he’d like to push on, the Ovaro was lathered with sweat and needed rest. So against his better judgment he sought a spot to stop for the night.

			The mountains were as dry as a desert and as wild as the warriors they bred, a hard land with a lot of rock and sparse vegetation.

			Fargo had been through this area before and knew of a tank midway along a ridge. Massive boulders hid it. Once among them, he was in welcome shade. The smell of the water brought the Ovaro’s head up and made him lick his dry lips in anticipation. But he didn’t dare relax. The Apaches were bound to know of the tank, too.

			Under the sprawl of giant monoliths, the pool gleamed dusky in the twilight.

			Fargo dismounted and stretched and let the stallion dip its muzzle. His hand on his Colt, he studied the soft earth at the tank’s edge. Deer had been there, and a bobcat. There wasn’t a single moccasin print but that didn’t mean a thing. Apaches never left tracks if they could help it.

			Fargo debated whether to strip his saddle and decided not to. He might need to light a shuck in a hurry. Sliding his Henry rifle from the scabbard, he worked the lever to feed a cartridge into the chamber and sat cross-legged with his back to a boulder where he could watch the open space below the tank and the land beyond.

			Its thirst quenched, the Ovaro wearily hung its head and dozed.

			The last gray of twilight faded and darkness spread. Coyotes greeted the night with keening wails. An owl hooted, and once, in the distance, a mountain lion screamed.

			All normal sounds of a normal night.

			Fargo didn’t let it lull his guard. The Apaches were out there, waiting for their chance.

			He fought to stay awake. Over the past three days he’d barely had three hours of sleep each night and it was taking a toll. Again and again his eyelids grew leaden and his chin dipped to his chest. Again and again he jerked his head up and shook himself.

			In the middle of the night a meteor streaked the sky. Some would take that as a bad omen but he wasn’t the superstitious sort. He didn’t believe black cats were evil, either. Or that breaking a mirror brought seven years’ bad luck.

			His one exception was Lady Luck at the poker table. If he had a mistress, it would be her. What he wouldn’t give to be playing cards in a saloon somewhere, and sipping fine whiskey. Maybe with a friendly dove at his side. He hadn’t been in a saloon in weeks and missed it dearly.

			About two hours before sunrise his chin dipped once more, and this time he succumbed to the deep sleep of exhaustion.

			A whinny brought Fargo awake with a start. His befuddled brain took note of a pink gleam to the east and the chill morning air, and then he snapped fully awake as he realized he wasn’t alone.

			The three Apaches had taken advantage of his lapse. They weren’t ten feet away and one had a rifle pointed at his chest.
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			Fargo was as good as dead. He could try to raise the Henry but the Apache would put a slug into him the instant he moved. The other two had rifles, as well, but theirs were in the crook of their arms.

			All three were what whites would call typical: swarthy and stocky with broad faces, wearing breechclouts and knee-high moccasins. All had headbands, and knives.

			Fargo wondered why he was still alive. They could easily have killed him while he slept. Then again, Apaches were notorious for doing things to captives that gave peaceable folks nightmares.

			The warrior holding the rifle showed no inclination to shoot. He just stood there and stared, and then he said in English, “Put long gun down.”

			After a moment’s hesitation, Fargo did. He still had his Colt and could draw it quicker than they could blink.

			The warrior with the rifle nodded at the other two and they advanced.

			Fargo tensed, thinking they were about to seize him. But no. They walked past him, squatted at the tank, and dipped their hands in the water. His surprise must have shown.

			“We only want drink,” the Apache pointing the rifle informed him.

			“Well, now,” Fargo said. This was as close to a miracle as he’d ever come.

			“I Culebra Negro,” the warrior said.

			Fargo grunted. Apaches never gave their real names. They thought it gave others power over them, so they used Spanish names instead. This one was Black Snake.

			“You be He Who Walks Many Trails.”

			Fargo was startled. “How do you know that?” It was a name some tribes knew him by, but not, to his knowledge, the Apaches.

			Culebra Negro smiled. “Know many things. Know you be at fort before day done.”

			Fargo glanced at the other two, who were regarding him with what he took to be curiosity.

			“You have good horse,” Culebra Negro said. “Good guns.”

			Here it came, Fargo thought. They had been playing with him and now they would bare their fangs. But no. The other two moved back and one trained a rifle on him while Culebra Negro lowered his and stepped to the tank. He seemed greatly amused.

			“Have I met you somewhere?” Fargo asked, knowing full well he never had.

			“No.”

			“Then why are you being so nice?”

			Culebra Negro snorted, the Apache equivalent of a cackle. “I never nice to whites.”

			“I’m still breathing,” Fargo pointed out. It was a stupid thing to say. It might provoke them. But damn, none of this made sense.

			“You not like breathing?”

			Now Fargo was sure that Culebra Negro was inwardly laughing at him. “I like it as much as I liked the Apache gal I stayed with once.”

			About to dip his hand in, Culebra Negro paused, his dark eyes glittering. “You had Shis-Inday woman?”

			As Fargo was aware, “Shis-Inday” was the Apache name for themselves. It meant “men of the woods.” “She and me had each other a lot.”

			Culebra Negro’s lips quirked in a cold smile. “I like to cut your throat.”

			Now Fargo had done it. He started to inch his fingers closer to his Colt.

			“But him say not to, so we don’t.”

			“Him?” Fargo said.

			Culebra Negro wet his lips and took a single swallow from his cupped hand, and stood. Wheeling, he strode past Fargo and on down the slope, the other two backing after him. At the bottom Culebra Negro stopped and looked up.

			“We see you get to fort.”

			“You what?” Fargo asked in confusion.

			“We keep you safe from other Shis-Inday.”

			Fargo was dumbfounded. They were escorting him. He’d never heard of such a thing. “What did I do to deserve this?”

			“You find out soon enough,” Culebra Negro said, and he gave another snort and walked on.

			Fargo sat there as the sky slowly brightened and a golden arch crowned the new day. He’d had his share of strange things happen but this just about beat them all. Apaches being sociable was as unlikely as being invited to tea by a grizzly.

			Yet he was still alive.

			“I’ll be damned,” he said. 
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			Fort Union was pretty much as Fargo remembered.

			There was no palisade and the buildings were made of logs, not adobe as at some forts. Rumor had it the army was unhappy with the site and planned to relocate. They did that a lot. Built posts where it was too damp or there was too little water or it was too difficult to defend, and then had to build another in a better spot.

			Fort Union was all three.

			Sentries were posted, and the one who challenged Fargo did so in a bored I-can-see-you’re-a-white-man sort of way and waved him on.

			Soldiers were drilling on the parade ground. Others were digging a trench, probably for a latrine, while yet more were up on a roof doing God knew what.

			Fargo wearily drew rein at a hitch rail in front of the company headquarters and dismounted. He’d made good time and it was several hours yet to sundown. Twice he’d glimpsed his escorts, the last time half a mile from the fort.

			A young orderly jumped up when he told who he was. “The colonel has been waiting for you to arrive. I’ll announce you.”

			“Don’t bother,” Fargo said. “I’m acquainted with the gent.” Before the young soldier could object, he strode into the commander’s office without knocking.

			Colonel James Hastings was at his desk, scribbling a report. Gray at the temples, his uniform clean and pressed, even seated he bore himself in military fashion, sitting ramrod straight. He beamed and came out of his chair as if propelled from a catapult. “Skye! Thank God you finally got here.”

			“Finally, hell,” Fargo said as he shook hands. “I’m about tuckered out.”

			Colonel Hastings motioned at a chair. “Have a seat, then, and we’ll get right to it.”

			“To what, exactly?” Fargo said as he sank down. “All I was told was that you needed to see me in a hurry.”

			Instead of sitting back down, Hastings clasped his hands behind his back as if he were at parade rest. “I have a tinderbox on my hands and I’m hoping you can snuff the tinder.”

			“Before you go on, I can use a drink.”

			Colonel Hastings opened a drawer and produced a silver flask. “I shouldn’t, but you’re entitled.” He passed it across. “Now, then—”

			Fargo held up a hand. He uncapped the flask, tilted it to his mouth, and took a long, slow swallow. When he lowered it he smiled and let out an “Ahhhh.”

			“Happy now?”

			“I’m obliged.”

			Hastings chuckled. “As I was about to say, I take it you’ve heard of Cuchillo Colorado?”

			Fargo nodded. The name meant Red Knife. For several years now, Cuchillo Colorado and his band had been the scourge of the territory. “They say he likes to hang people upside down over a fire and boil their brains.”

			Colonel Hastings frowned. “I’m afraid that’s true. He’s conducted a relentless campaign against white homesteads and settlements. Before we came along, he did the same with the Mexicans.”

			“He hates everybody who isn’t Apache,” Fargo said. There were a lot like that.

			“I understand you met him once.”

			“I’d recollect if I had.” Fargo took another swig of Monongahela and reluctantly capped the flask and set it on the desk.

			“Perhaps I misunderstood,” Colonel Hastings said. Turning to a rack, he retrieved his hat. “Come with me, if you will, and we’ll clarify things.”

			The orderly stood when the colonel emerged and Hastings said, “At ease, Private.”

			After his brief spell indoors, the heat hit Fargo like a furnace. “I need to stable my horse,” he mentioned as Hastings led him along the parade ground.

			“First things first,” Hastings said. “It won’t take long. I promise.”

			Fargo shrugged. Once he bedded the Ovaro down, he planned to rustle up a bottle and relax for a while. He owed it to himself after the ordeal of getting there.

			“For all his viciousness, Cuchillo Colorado is widely respected by his people and those of other bands,” Colonel Hastings was saying as he strode toward a small building next to the sutler’s.

			“He’s respected because of it,” Fargo corrected him.

			“As may be,” Colonel Hastings said. “You can imagine how the army has made stopping his depredations a top priority.”

			Fargo thought he knew where their talk was going. “In other words, they want him dead.”

			“We did,” Hastings said. He came to a door, knocked once, and opened it. “After you,” he said.

			Fargo stepped inside and barely had time to register a small room with a figure in a shadowed corner when the figure sprang at him and the tip of a knife was pressed to his throat.
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			Fargo reacted on pure instinct. Even as the figure sprang, his hand swooped to his Colt. In a blur he had it out and cocked.

			“No!” Colonel Hastings cried.

			Fargo’s attacker froze. A craggy face, the barrel chest, the breechclout and the moccasins, to say nothing of the long knife with its red hilt, were enough for Fargo to guess, “You’d be Cuchillo Colorado, I take it?”

			The Apache leader glanced down at the Colt pressed to his ribs and did a strange thing—he smiled. “We meet once more, Skye Fargo,” he said in much better English than Culebra Negro used. Stepping back, he sheathed his blade and folded his arms across his chest.

			“Damn, that was close,” Colonel Hastings declared. “Why’d you jump at him like that? I knocked, didn’t I?”

			“I did not know who knocked and I am among enemies,” Cuchillo Colorado replied without taking his eyes off Fargo.

			“I gave you my word no harm would come to you,” Colonel Hastings said.

			Fargo was puzzled by why the warrior was giving him an intent scrutiny. “What was that about meeting again?”

			“You don’t remember?” Cuchillo Colorado said, sounding surprised.

			“Refresh my memory.” Fargo was still holding his Colt and twirled it into his holster with a flourish.

			“Two summers ago,” Cuchillo Colorado said. “Warm Springs Canyon.”

			Blood-drenched memories washed over Fargo. Of him helping a patrol track a war party. Of the captain insisting they make camp for the night at Warm Springs in a box canyon, over his objections. Of being attacked at dawn by a band of Apaches, and of being trapped there for three days until he led a breakout. Several troopers lost their lives. “That was your bunch?”

			“You did not know?”

			“How would I?” Fargo rejoined. During the entire three-day clash he’d caught only glimpses of swarthy ghosts as they flitted from cover to cover.

			“You killed two warriors,” Cuchillo Colorado reminded him.

			“I shot one on a cliff and the other as he was trying to steal our horses,” Fargo recollected.

			“The blue coats shot but they did not hit us,” Cuchillo Colorado said. “You were better.”

			Fargo returned the compliment with, “It was clever of you, trapping us in the canyon.” And damned stupid of the captain to camp there.

			“Now we meet again,” Cuchillo Colorado said.

			“Why?”

			“The colonel did not tell you?” Cuchillo Colorado said, sounding surprised.

			“I thought he should hear it from you,” Hastings said. “So he can judge for himself whether he wants to or not.”

			“Wants to what?” Fargo asked.

			“I would like you to help me,” Cuchillo Colorado said.

			“Help you what, damn it?”

			Cuchillo Colorado took a deep breath, as if what he was about to say was painful and he was girding himself.

			“Help me find the whites who rape my daughter.”

			“The curs,” Colonel Hastings said.

			“She dead now,” Cuchillo Colorado said. “She lay in our lodge many days. Bleeding. Hurting. Our medicine man did all he could but she died.”

			“I’d heard a rumor about it from some Pimas,” Colonel Hastings said. “Naturally, I expected Cuchillo Colorado to go on the warpath and kill whites like never before. Instead, out of the blue, he showed up here and asked for my aid in finding the culprits.”

			“Hold on,” Fargo said. “The army has been after him for years. And now you’re telling me that you want to work with him?”

			“Orders from higher up,” Hastings said. “I passed on his request and they agreed to his terms.”

			“Terms?” Fargo repeated.

			“In return for our help in tracking down the prospectors who violated his daughter, Cuchillo Colorado has given his word that he won’t lift a hand against another white for as long as he lives. The same applies to his entire band.”

			Fargo couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

			“I know what you’re thinking,” Colonel Hastings said. “That we’ve struck a deal with the devil. But put yourself in our boots. Last year alone his band killed over twenty settlers and others, that we know of. Think of how many lives we can save by putting an end to their hostilities.”

			“And you’re willing to take him at his word?” Fargo asked in amazement.

			“I speak with a straight tongue,” Cuchillo Colorado interrupted. “If you help me find the men who killed my child, I will wage no more war against your kind forever.”

			“Hell,” Fargo said.

			
		

	OEBPS/image/29353.jpg
THE

APACHE
VENDETTA

by
Jon Sharpe

)

A SIGNET BOOK





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
\\

Fargo has to help S
an old enemy.

JON SHARPE

@ FIRST TIME IN PRINT





OEBPS/image/29539.jpg





OEBPS/image/29534.jpg





