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Editor’s
Note



In our version of Blood Hunt we have replaced the author’s
word Nemenna and use the word: Nuh-Muh-Nuh.

This is the word used by the Comanche
nation, and in it’s original native language “Nʉmʉnʉʉ” (Nuh-Muh-Nuh) means “The
People”. 


 


 


For Sylvia, who is a special lady.

 





Author’s
Note





Blood Hunt is a continuation of the story begun
in Breed No.20, Gundown!, and while both books are self-contained, it may be of
interest to new readers to know what has gone before …

 


In the West Texas town of Terra Verde Breed was
framed for the killing of Will Yates, the son of a wealthy rancher,
during a bank raid. Taken prisoner together with one of the
outlaws, Harry Callahan, he determined to clear his name to avoid
the manhunt threatened by Daniel Yates. The rancher, however, was
equally determined to see his son’s killers dead, and Breed was
forced to make a deal – to hunt them down and bring Yates proof of
their deaths.

Trailing them to the isolated settlement of Baja
Blanco, he picked up a girl, Mary Callingham, whose family was
wiped out by Comanches, and formed a reluctant friendship with
Callahan.

The two remaining outlaws, Vin Packer and the
Cherokee Kid, had murdered a Comanche shaman on their run to Baja
Blanco, and when Breed arrived he found the town surrounded by
hostile warriors, with the outlaws holed up in a store-shed packed
with explosives. Breaking in, Breed killed Packer and the Kid, but
was still left with the problem of taking proof back to Yates
through the ring of vengeance-bent Indians …
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Chapter One



‘NOW WHAT?’

Nathan Tanner rubbed a hand over a scalp devoid of
hair, his wrinkled face seamed deeper by weariness and concern. In
the yellow glow of the cantina’s single lantern his eyes were dark,
sunk deep in his tanned skin.

Across the table a man with a
shoulder-length mane of sun-bleached blond hair tumbling over the
collar of his faded white shirt smiled and shrugged. There was
little humor in the expression, the broad cheekbones and wide mouth
retaining an Apache impassiveness, the blue eyes cold. The features
spoke of mixed parentage – of a Chiricahua mother and a white
father – and his clothes reinforced that impression: the faded
lined shirt was matched by equally worn buckskin pants that tucked
into high, Chiricahua moccasins. The leather hilt of a throwing
knife protruded from the right moccasin and the gun belt encircling
the lean waist held a Colt’s Frontier model revolver in .45 caliber
and a wickedly-bladed Bowie knife. A flat-crowned Sonoran Stetson
rested on the table, close to a Winchester rifle. This man’s name
was Breed, or Matthew Gunn, or Azul; it depended on who spoke it—to
his mother’s people he was Azul; yet he had been christened in
Santa Fe with the name of his father’s family. Breed was a nickname
he had picked up around the Border country. Some said it was
spelled Death.

‘I take them back,’ he said. ‘Like I
promised Yates.’

‘How?’ Harry Callahan jabbed a thumb
in the direction of the window, where the first glimmering of dawn
showed faintly through the dirty glass. ‘There must be a hundred
Comanche out there.’

‘I try,’ Azul amended. ‘I’ll talk to
them first. If I can.’

‘They wanted them.’ Tanner glanced at
the two bodies stretched on the floor. ‘For killin’ that shaman.
You reckon they’ll let you ride out with the corpses?’

‘Not all of them.’ Azul shook his
head. ‘But there’s enough to go round. And all I need is evidence
they’re dead.’

‘Jesus!’ Tanner shook his head in
turn. ‘You’re talkin’ about cutting them up.’

‘Easier than trailing bodies back to
Terra Verde.’ The half-breed’s voice was indifferent. ‘You got any
other suggestions?’

‘I could write out a note,’ Tanner
suggested. ‘Say how you killed them.’

‘That wouldn’t satisfy Yates. He wants
sure proof. He wants to see the men who killed his son.’

‘All three of them,’ murmured
Callahan, his usually good-natured face troubled. ‘Which includes
me.’

‘I told you you’re clear,’ Azul said.
‘Yates has to be satisfied with two.’

Callahan ran a hand through his reddish hair,
frowning.

‘You think he will be?’

‘His problem.’ Azul stood up. ‘And
yours.’

‘Suppose he ain’t?’ Callahan
asked.

And Azul said, ‘Then maybe I come looking for you.
Might be best you’re gone soon.’

‘To where?’ Callahan grinned,
regaining his customary humor. ‘Ain’t no one goin’ noplace until
them Comanch’ quit.’

‘Yeah.’ Azul nodded. ‘I need to talk
to them. After I sleep.’

He picked up his hat, heading for the stairs. Tanner
and Callahan watched him go. ‘Christ!’ the outlaw said. ‘He’s
cold.’

‘But good,’ murmured Tanner, ‘At
killing.’

‘What I was thinking,’ nodded
Callahan. ‘I’d hate to have him comin’ after me.’

‘You better hope Yates takes his word,
then,’ grunted the bald man.

‘I better had.’ Callahan got on his
feet and went over to the bar with a thoughtful expression on his
face.

 


Azul went into the room Tanner had assigned him. It
was small, most of the space taken up by the bed and the wash-stand
alongside. There was a window looking across the single street to
the river beyond. The sun was coming up now, gleaming bright on the
surface of the Rio Penasco and the expanse of quicksand either side
of the water. Beyond the river, where the arid Texan landscape ran
out towards the horizon, he could see the Comanche camps. They were
too far distant for any sure counting of numbers, but he estimated
that Callahan’s guess had been about right: there were around one
hundred warriors out there.

Easing the window open, he craned out to peer along
the river in either direction.

Baja Blanco was located under the lee of a line of
bluffs, the ochre-colored stone towering above the line of adobe
buildings. The Rio Penasco fronted the settlement, curving around
on the western side to disappear into a cut, running out to the
east over the flatlands. It formed both a defense and a trap, the
quicksands either side rendering a crossing impossible so that the
only way in or out of the place was across the wooden bridge
spanning the water. There were men clustered about the bridge in
anticipation of a sneak attack; more at either end of the town.

Azul pulled back inside the room, musing on the
irony of the situation. The Nuh-Muh-Nuh were there because Packer
and the Kid had killed a shaman. It was not like them to besiege a
town: they preferred the hit-and-run tactics of guerrilla raiders,
relying on speed and surprise to achieve their aims. Now he had to
go through them to take proof of the outlaws’ deaths back to Daniel
Yates in Terra Verde. Yet if they had not been there, Packer and
the Kid might well have been long gone before he arrived.

Alone, he could probably slip past the Indian lines.
But that would leave Baja Blanco open to attack, and Mary
Callingham was in the town. And he had made a promise to see her
safe. Also, he had taken Daniel Yates’s money to hunt down the
outlaws, which was a kind of promise he intended to fulfil. Just as
he knew that Yates would fulfill his own promise to hire hunters if
Azul failed.

It was a frying pan and fire situation from which
there seemed no clear escape. Except by putting his life on the
line.

With the stoicism of his Apache upbringing he chose
to worry about options after he had rested, and dropped onto the
bed.

It was soft, too soft for the tastes of a man
accustomed to sleeping in the open. He pushed the bed over to one
side of the room and spread a blanket on the floor beneath the
window. Still fully clothed, he stretched out with his gun belt by
his head and composed himself for sleep.

A soft tapping at the door brought him back to full
wakefulness, the Colt pointing across the room. He eased to his
feet, moving past the bed to stand to one side of the door.

‘Come in.’

The door opened slowly, jarring against the
bed-frame so that he was unable to see who stood there.

‘Azul?’

He recognized the voice and lowered the Colt as Mary
Callingham eased her slender body into the room.

The girl looked nervous and excited at the same
time. Her blonde hair was tousled and her blue eyes were wide. She
held a bright scarlet robe closed across her breasts, the white
lace hem of a nightdress showing about her ankles. She pushed the
door closed and stared at the bed.

‘It was too soft,’ Azul explained. ‘I
like to sleep hard.’

For some reason the girl blushed.

‘What is it?’

He stooped to settle the Colt back in the holster.
Behind him he heard the bed creak gently as she sat down.

‘You’re going back,’ she said, not
asking a question.

‘I made a deal,’ he
answered.

‘You’re going to try to talk to the
Indians.’ Her voice was soft and low.

Azul nodded.

Mary asked, ‘Isn’t that dangerous?’

The half-breed smiled with genuine amusement.
‘Some,’ he allowed.

Mary swung her legs onto the bed, turning to look
him full in the face. He could see her ankles, and where the gown
fell away, the curve of her hip beneath the nightdress.

‘I may never see you again,’ she
whispered. ‘And you saved my life.’

‘I found you,’ he said. ‘That was
all.’

‘You saved my life,’ she repeated. ‘I
want to thank you.’

‘You did,’ he murmured.

‘No.’ For an instant, her teeth gnawed
at her lower lip as though she was afraid. Then she smiled and
shook her head and said, ‘Properly.’

‘You don’t have to.’

Azul’s voice was throaty as he watched her slip the
gown away from her shoulders so that it lay about her on the bed.
Against the scarlet, her nightdress was a virginal white, her
exposed arms and shoulders creamy. The sun came through the window,
falling across the bed so that beneath the flimsy cotton he could
see the shadowy outline of her body.

‘I want to,’ she whispered.

Azul stared at her. It had been a long time. Then
she raised her arms, the movement drawing the nightdress taut
across her breasts. He looked at the thrust of her nipples through
the cotton and went down onto the bed. Into her arms.

 


Afterwards, he slept. When he woke he felt her arms
still round him, her hair against his cheek. It was an unfamiliar
sensation and he smiled, feeling a curious mixture of tenderness
and cynicism. The girl had given herself to him freely, and he had
taken her because he wanted a woman. Now he was going to ride away.
Maybe die. Certainly leave her behind, probably never to see her
again. Yet for a moment, as he watched her sleeping face, he
wondered what it would be like to come back to her.

There was no point to such thoughts, he
decided. She was white, a pinda-lick-oyi, used to houses, soft beds and a roof
over her head. She could never adjust to his way of life; any more
than he could adjust to hers. He pushed the sheet aside and swung
his feet onto the floor, the movement waking her, so that she
smiled drowsily and sat up.

When she did, he saw blood on the sheets.

‘Was I the first?’ He felt flattered
and angry at the same time.

‘Yes.’ She smiled at him, covering
herself modestly with the discarded nightdress. ‘I wanted you to
be.’

‘Thanks.’ The half-breed splashed
water over his body and began to dress.

‘When will you leave?’ she
asked.

He shrugged and said, ‘I’ll try to talk to the
Comanche now. After that it depends on them.’

‘Will you come back?’ She watched him
fasten his gun belt in place. ‘Will I see you again?’

‘I don’t know.’ He felt a curious
responsibility towards the girl. ‘Don’t count on it.’

‘I won’t,’ she said, her voice even.
‘But I’d like to.’

Azul paused, one hand on the door. ‘Listen,’ he said
gently, ‘you gave me a nice present, but we got no future together.
I’m going back to Terra Verde if I can make it; you’re staying
here. Don’t wait on me.’

‘No,’ she said in a small voice as he
went through the door. ‘I won’t.’

Azul went down to the cantina. Callahan and Tanner
were eating. The bodies were gone.

‘We put them out back.’ Tanner waved
for the half-breed to join the meal. ‘Before they started to
smell.’ Azul nodded, accepting the plate of meat and beans the
barkeep set in front of him.

‘I’ll go out under a white flag,’ he
said. ‘When I done eating.’

‘You think you got a chance?’ Tanner
asked.

‘Maybe.’ Azul shrugged. ‘I know I got
no choice.’

‘Hell!’ Callahan grinned. ‘It puts me
in a funny kinda position, don’t it?’

‘How?’ Azul cut meat, frowning at the
outlaw.

‘You don’t pull them Comanch’ off, I’m
trapped here,’ Callahan smiled. ‘You do, then you might just come
back after me.’

‘Don’t be here,’ Azul said. ‘I don’t
want to kill you.’

‘Nor me you,’ the outlaw chuckled.
‘But it could come to that.’

‘Not if I put Yates off.’ Azul chewed
on the gristly meat. Swallowed. Then, ‘I need proof I caught up
with you. Enough to convince Yates.’

‘Like what?’ Callahan
asked.

‘I’m half Indian,’ Azul replied. ‘Give
me some hair.’

Callahan stared at him, then went on smiling as Azul
drew the Bowie knife and passed it across the table. The outlaw
took the blade and grabbed a fistful of hair, tugging it clear of
his scalp. He sliced the Bowie down, the razor-edged steel cutting
easily through the red-brown tangle.

‘Hope that’s the closest I come to
gettin’ scalped.’ He twisted the hank into a knot and handed it to
Azul. ‘You think that’ll work?’

The half-breed tucked the hair into a pocket, then
sheathed the Bowie.

‘You want me to come back and tell
you?’

‘I guess not,’ Callahan chuckled.
‘Thanks.’

‘Second time today I’ve been thanked,’
Azul murmured. ‘Let’s hope the Comanches make it third time lucky.’
He pushed his plate away and stood up, shaking his head as Tanner
asked, ‘You want the bodies?’

‘Not yet. I want to talk
first.’

He went out of the cantina and fetched the gray
stallion from the stable. As he rode back towards the cantina he
saw Mary’s face watching him from the window of the room. He smiled
briefly, then halted alongside the stoop.

‘Figgered you might want
this.’

Callahan passed him a strip of torn sheet. Azul
knotted it to the barrel of his Winchester.

‘Tanner’s down by the bridge,’ said
the outlaw. ‘Fine,’ Azul returned. ‘Let’s go.’

He walked the big gray stallion down to the bridge
with Callahan ambling beside. A bunch of townsfolk followed them,
crowding round as the half-breed halted where the timbers met dry
ground.

‘Cover me,’ he ordered. ‘But don’t
open fire unless I come running back.’

‘You got it,’ Tanner
nodded.

Callahan said, ‘Good luck, feller.’

Azul canted the Winchester against his right hip as
he nudged the gray softly, sending it out at a walk over the
bridge.

He lifted the pace a little on the far side,
combining the stallion’s momentum with the slight breeze coming off
the flatlands to trail the ragged strip of white like a banner
behind him. A fraction west of north he saw a group of horsemen
detach themselves from the closest encampment. They began to move
in a solid bunch towards him and he eased his reins over to turn
the gray in their direction.

As they got closer he was able to count ten of them,
most armed with lances and bows, a trio with rifles. He lifted the
Winchester at arm’s length, putting the white flag in clear view.
The short hairs on the back of his neck prickled with anticipation
and he took a tighter rein on the stallion, ready to turn the big
horse for a run. He kept moving until he
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