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Mike Linaker aka Neil Hunter has a great reputation as a book series writer. He is credited for his own Western series including BODIE, BRAND, THE TYLERS, BALLARD AND McALL, but he has also written standalone novels. He remains one of Britain's most accomplished and collectible western writers.
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Author’s Note
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Certain liberties have been taken in the writing of this novel in that a non-existent Army post—Fort Cameron has been placed on the map. Also, the author hopes that those who know the State of Texas will bear with him in his descriptions and geographical details. One hopes, too, that the introduction of a factual personality—Ranald S. Mackenzie—will be acceptable to those who enthuse over historical Western fact.
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The lone rider came slowly across the burning, empty plain toward Fort Cameron, Texas. Behind him stretched the Texas badlands, a dry, cruel land of eroded rock, sand and dust, towering mesas and flat plain. Ahead of him, far to the north-west, beyond the fort, lay the silent wilderness of the Llano Estacado: The Staked Plains.

It was mid-August. The time of white-hot days that brought with them a shimmering curtain of silence, shrouding the savage land and everything on it.

Up on the catwalk of the fort wall, a sentry had spotted the rider. He watched with red-rimmed, dull eyes as the man reined in his tired horse before the fort’s high double gates.

The rider looked up at the watching trooper.

‘Luke Kennick to see Colonel Broughton,’ he called.

The sentry signaled for the gates to be opened, turned and watched the rider guide his horse across the dusty parade ground and stop before the Company Headquarters Building.

A second sentry strolled over to the first one. He nodded down at the slowly dismounting rider. ‘I never thought I’d see Luke Kennick back at Fort Cameron.’

His companion grunted, leaned out over the wall and spat tobacco juice.

‘Wait ’til Griff McBride hears about it,’ he said.

Unaware of this interest in his arrival, Luke Kennick paused outside the door of the headquarters building to slap off some of the trail dust he’d accumulated. As he did, he glanced out over the parade ground. The place hadn’t changed much, he decided. A little more weathered, but otherwise the same.

Kennick knocked dust from his pants with a battered cavalryman’s hat. He hesitated a moment longer, a tall, lean man in his early thirties, marked by a life spent mostly beneath a hot sun. His thick fair hair was bleached near white. His face, shadowed by a five-day growth of beard, was almost the color of his saddle; a deep, red-tinged brown. His eyes were blue, a pale gray-blue. Normally, their expression was one of almost lazy indifference, but that could change in an instant into a flint-hard look that made an observer wonder if he were looking at the same man.

Abruptly Luke Kennick turned and opened the door of the headquarters building. He stepped into a small outer office that held filing cabinets and a desk. In the chair behind the desk sat a chunky, balding corporal, intently studying a pile of papers.

‘What’s the trouble, Cobb? Too many forms to sign?’ Kennick asked softly.

Cobb looked up, and his pleasant moon face cracked in a wide smile. ‘Lieutenant Kennick!’

Kennick took the man’s outstretched hand. ‘Hello, Cobb. And it’s Mr. Kennick now. Has been for the past two and a half years.’

‘Sure doesn’t seem that long. Where’ve you been hiding yourself, anyhow?’

‘Spent sometime in the Dakotas, then moved to Wyoming to settle.’

‘We sure were sorry to see you go, sir.’

‘Yes, I know, and I’m grateful,’ Kennick said but his smile faded. Abruptly, he said, ‘The colonel’s expecting me, I think?’

Cobb got up off his chair. ‘I’ll tell him you’re here.’

He crossed to a door marked ‘Commanding Officer, Willis A. Broughton, Col.’ He knocked and went in. Kennick heard muffled conversation beyond the door, then Cobb stepped out again and signaled for him to enter.

Luke Kennick stepped into the inner office. He heard the door close behind him. Memories flooded back to him as he stood there, vivid, warm memories that belonged in this room, along with the wall maps and pennants and tintype portraits.

The commander of Fort Cameron sat behind an old oak desk. Colonel Broughton was an impressive figure. His uniform, as always, was immaculate despite the wilting heat. He looked as if he’d stepped from the pages of an academy yearbook: solid, dependable, tough, and one-hundred percent cavalryman. It had been one of Luke Kennick’s failings, that he’d never felt, never looked comfortable in those tight-fitting, stiff uniforms.

Broughton leaned back in his chair and eyed Kennick from beneath thick eyebrows. ‘At ease, Mr. Kennick,’ he said. Then he got up, walked around the desk and took Kennick’s hand. ‘Luke, it’s good to see you.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

Broughton slapped him on the arm and stepped back. ‘Damned if you haven’t put on weight.’

‘You had a habit of keeping your officers on the move. Especially young lieutenants.’ Kennick grinned.

Broughton’s gray eyes sparkled. ‘I still do,’ he said. ‘Sit down, Luke. Drink?’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Kennick eased into a chair and let his tired muscles relax. He took the glass Broughton handed him, waited until the colonel was seated behind the desk. ‘Your health, sir.’

‘How’s it been, Luke?’

Kennick rolled the now empty glass between his hands. ‘It was rough to start with. I knew it would be. But once I’d convinced myself that moping around would do no good, I settled down and found things weren’t so bad.’

‘You bought yourself some land up around Laramie.’

Kennick nodded. ‘You’re looking at an honest-to-goodness cowman now. I’ve got a small herd getting fat on sweet Wyoming grass. Couple more years, if nothing goes wrong, I’ll have myself a real solid stake.’

Broughton rubbed his broad chin with a big hand. He studied Kennick soberly. It was obvious he was trying to come to some decision.

‘Luke, I’ll tell you why I asked you to come. I hate pussyfooting around. You know me—’ Kennick nodded, and Broughton went on, ‘Here it is then. You’ve heard about the latest Indian troubles, I suppose?’

‘Heard nothing else for weeks.’

‘The Comanche and Kiowa have gone on the worst rampage the territory has ever seen, Luke. It’s a bloodbath. The country’s in a panic. The Army’s being run off its feet trying to keep order. It’s the same old story, Luke. Not enough men, not enough supplies coming through.’

The colonel got up and paced the office. He stopped before the room’s only window, which faced out over the parade ground.

‘A month back one of our patrols ran into a bunch of Penetaka Comanche. There was a skirmish and all but two of the Indians were killed. These two were brought back to the fort and put in the stockade. They’d been there for three days before one of our Tonkawa scouts recognized one of them and came and told me ...’

Broughton turned away from the window and faced Kennick. ‘Luke, one of those Comanches is Kicking Bear,’ he said very quietly.

Luke’s head came up as if someone had slapped him across the face. He stared at the colonel. When he spoke, it was in a hoarse whisper. ‘Kicking Bear! My God!’

Broughton sat down again. He picked up his pipe – an old one he’d had for years, from way back before the war – watched Luke over the bowl as he lit up.

‘We don’t know what Kicking Bear was doing with such a small band,’ Broughton said, talking around the stem of the pipe. I’m not particularly concerned either. The important thing is this: we’ve got him, and we intend to keep him.’

Luke frowned. ‘Have hostilities increased since you got him? His tribe must have realized he’s missing by now.’

‘So far, I don’t think they know he’s here. But I’m taking no chances. I’ve had patrols out night and day. Until Kicking Bear is off my hands, I’ll keep my patrols on the move, rousing every buck from here to hell and gone, so’s they don’t know their butts from their breechclouts.’

‘There’ll be hell to pay if they do find out Kicking Bear’s here. Every Comanche in Texas will be heading for Fort Cameron. In a straight line.’

Broughton nodded. ‘I know. And headquarters must be thinking the same. I’ve had orders to get Kicking Bear out of Cameron. He’s to be taken, secretly, to a prearranged spot along the Brazos and handed over to a detail from Fort Worth. They’ll take him somewhere else to await trial by a military court.’

He drew on his pipe, and watched Kennick, waiting for a reaction.

‘Brazos is a hell of a long way to take someone secretly,’ Kennick said slowly. ‘How do you expect a troop of cavalry to make it without the Comanches catching on?’

‘There’ll be no troop, Luke. Just Kicking Bear—and one man to escort him.’

Luke Kennick stiffened visibly. Outside on the sun baked parade ground a troop of mounted cavalrymen trotted toward the fort gates.

Colonel Broughton cleared his throat, put down his pipe. ‘I’d like that one man to be you, Luke,’ he said quietly. ‘I want you to take Kicking Bear. Alone.’
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​Chapter Two
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Luke Kennick walked slowly across the parade ground toward the fort sutler’s store.

Broughton’s words still echoed in his ears. He shook his head slowly, and thought that, had circumstances been different, he might have been able to laugh at the calm, deliberate way Broughton had set him up. But he was too deeply involved for that.

He noticed, without really looking at them, that three horsemen had ridden out of the civilian stable and were walking their mounts his way. His mind was still back in the colonel’s office. Though he’d wanted to say no to Broughton, he hadn’t. After the first moment of surprise, he’d had second thoughts. And he realized that when he did go back to see the colonel, his answer would be just what Broughton knew it would be. If he’d thought Luke would turn him down, he wouldn’t have sent all the way to Wyoming for him.

Kennick was jerked back to awareness of his present surroundings as a horse snorted close by. The animal brushed heavily against his shoulder, almost knocking him down.

‘Friend, watch where you ride next—’ He stopped, looking up at the man who sat the horse.

‘Hello ... kid killer,’ the man said.

His name was Griff McBride. Part-time Army scout, part-time buffalo hunter, and full-time troublemaker and loudmouth. His kind could be found hanging round Army posts throughout the Territory, looking to make an easy dollar and not too particular how they made it. McBride and Kennick had crossed words before, but it was more than words between them this time.

With McBride were his two constant companions, always in the background, waiting to back any play he made. There was Joe Beecher, short and stocky, a deadly mixture of Mexican and Kentucky mountain blood. Beecher was a hard, violent man, handy with a knife and brutal with his fists. And there was Bo McBride, Griff’s brother. A year or so younger than Griff’s thirty-five, Bo was a tall, heavily built man with huge, strong hands.

‘You enjoyin’ your visit, kid killer?’ McBride asked.

‘Get out of my way, Griff,’ Kennick said, struggling to keep cool. ‘I did all my talking to you a long time back. I don’t fancy going over it again.’

Griff McBride scratched his unshaven jaw. ‘Well now, I reckon you ought. See, it’s been a time since I heard you tell it. So tell me again Kennick ... how you killed my brother, Hal.’

Kennick felt his anger rising fast, and repressed an urge to drag Griff from the saddle.

‘Get your horse out of my way, McBride,’ he said again.

But even as he said it, he knew Griff McBride wasn’t going to back down. Kennick didn’t want to start anything, but instinctively his right hand moved closer to the worn butt of his holstered .44-40 Colt.

‘I’m waiting, McBride,’ he said.

“You reckon we ought to let him pass?’ Joe Beecher said, his eyes challenging Kennick.

‘I think that would be the best thing all round!’

The voice boomed across the parade ground. Kennick recognized it instantly, and in spite of the tension, started to grin.

‘And I’d do it right now,’ the voice went on.

Then the owner of the voice came up. He shoved at Griff McBride’s horse.

‘O’Hara, stay out of this,’ Griff said angrily.

Sergeant Brendan O’Hara grinned. ‘But I couldn’t do that, Griff, me boy. Me friend here is a tired and thirsty man. Now I know you boys wouldn’t like to keep him from relieving that thirst. Would you?’

For a moment it seemed as if Griff was determined to argue. Then he wheeled his horse around.

‘I can wait, Kennick,’ he snapped.

‘I’ll be around,’ Kennick told him.

‘Aw, Griff,’ Bo protested.

His brother cut him off and headed his horse back toward the stable. Bo followed.

Joe Beecher leaned forward in his saddle. ‘Amigo, you should have stayed gone,’ he said. Then he, too, turned away from Kennick, his horse kicking up dust.

‘Bren, thank you.’ Luke Kennick grinned at his old friend.

O’Hara’s round face shone. ‘Ah, twas nothin’. God, though, it’s a grand thing to see you. C’mon, I’ll buy you a barrel of George’s best beer.’

Kennick felt a warm rush of affection for the sergeant. The burly Irishman was one of the remembered ones from his past whom Kennick always looked back on with a good feeling. He’d known O’Hara from way back, when he was a green young officer envisioning shining victories and the glory of Indian fighting.

O’Hara had taken a great liking to Luke Kennick; in fact, his attitude was almost fatherly. Patiently he’d taught the young man all he knew about frontier war. Kennick soon had all his illusions shattered, and he made a good officer. He was levelheaded, with a calm, deliberate manner that enabled him to assess and decide quickly. Even O’Hara had been surprised at the way Kennick shaped up so quickly into a tough veteran of a score or more heavy skirmishes against the warring Comanches and their Kiowa allies.

It wasn’t long before Kennick was promoted. He was the talk of the territory in Army circles. It was said that he was destined to go places in the cavalry. If he had any thoughts on the subject, Luke Kennick kept them to himself.

It had been a bad month all round when the incident that was to change Luke Kennick’s life occurred. It was hot and dry—hard, merciless weather that made life miserable. And it was the month the kill-crazy Comanche bucks went on the rampage.

The main cause for the Indians’ killing spree was a young Comanche warlord called Kicking Bear. Claiming to have spiritual guidance, he whipped up his warriors into a frenzy of hatred. Kicking Bear was a hater of everything connected with the whites. Unlike some of the older, wiser leaders of the Comanche, who were beginning to see reason in terms of peace treaties, Kicking Bear was determined to destroy the whites who had settled on the lands of the Comanche. And, like many of his kind, he had a sincere, unshakable faith in his convictions. Because of this, he was able to pass on the fever to the mass of young bucks ready to be led. He built them up with fanatical promises, convinced them he was invulnerable, then sent them out to fulfill his prophecies.

The command at Fort Cameron was kept in the saddle every hour of the day and night. The Comanche raiders used the hit-and-run technique of fighting. A small, well-armed, well-mounted band would come out of nowhere and attack a homestead, then vanish into the empty wilderness like phantoms. By the time the nearest cavalry patrol arrived at the scene, the best they could do was bury the dead and escort any survivors to the comparative safety of Fort Cameron.

Then came the day when a patrol often men, including Kennick and O’Hara, came across a small homestead which had been attacked by Comanche raiders. For once, the resistance of the homesteaders had proved too much for the Indians. After a long drawn out fight, the Comanches had withdrawn, leaving four dead warriors behind.

The Comanches had been gone only half an hour, and the cavalry patrol went after them. Kennick and his men trailed the Comanches throughout the rest of that day and well into the next. Then they lost the trail in a sprawling rock bed that thrust up out of the land like the stumps of snapped off teeth. They wasted a half-day more trying to pick up the trail again. They failed mostly because of weariness, hunger and thirst. It had been nearly three days since they’d stopped and rested. Men and horses were exhausted, filthy, and Kennick decided to make camp and let the patrol rest up.

It was a mistake. He, too, had been tired, though he never made that an excuse later for what happened. He held himself responsible in every respect.

He should have taken more precautions, been more alert to what could happen. But he had considered and made his decision. The Comanches, he decided, would be miles away by now, heading for the safety of their village. Kennick had been fully convinced of this. The Comanches only made a fight when the odds were in their favor. A heavily armed cavalry patrol was not a choice opponent, particularly when it meant a head-on clash in open country. The Comanches like to fight on their own terms. If the terms didn’t suit, they headed out fast until they found a situation more to their way of thinking.

It was this knowledge of Comanche ways that brought Kennick to his decision to make camp. He gave the order for his patrol to dismount. His men gratefully did so and began to build cook fires. Kennick put one man on guard duty, but this was automatic. He was convinced there were no hostiles in the vicinity.

He was sitting in the shade of a rock overhang, writing out his patrol report. It was his habit to write out the report as he went along, so he would have no trouble with the official one back at the fort, for he hated this and any kind of paperwork.

The camp area was fairly quiet. The men had finished with eating and cleaning their weapons and were all trying to catch upon some lost sleep. Even O’Hara had allowed himself to relax for a while. Kennick was glad he’d called the halt. The men needed it badly.

Over at the picket line a horse whinnied nervously. A second joined in, and Kennick glanced up. He looked toward the spot where the guard should have been. The trooper had vanished.

Kennick came to his feet fast, clawing at his holstered revolver. ‘O’Hara!’ he yelled at the top of his voice.

The frantic shout was drowned out by a burst of rifle fire. Slugs caromed off the rocks; others slammed into the bodies of prone men.

There was no chance to fight back; the surprise had been complete, the men unprepared. It had been over in minutes. As the rattle of rifle fire died down, a taunting voice was heard above the fading echoes:

‘Listen to the words of Kicking Bear, white men. If any of you still live. Go back to your fort with this message for your leaders. Tell them that Kicking Bear has sworn to destroy them all, to rid the sacred Comanche lands of all whites. And tell them he will do it as easily as he has destroyed you today.’

The words had bounced back and forth among the rocks, then whispered into silence. A silence that lasted for a long time.

Somewhere a man moaned; a pain-filled sound. Kennick spun around. Numbly, he moved from man to man, checking each for signs of life. When he had checked every one, he rose and stood motionless, praying for it to be a nightmare vision brought on by the heat, something he would soon wake from. But he knew it was no fantasy.

Trooper Carse: dead. Trooper Douglas: dead. Trooper Dooley: dead. Trooper Dench: dead. Trooper McBride: dead. Corporal Hanson: dead.

Trooper Ellis: severely wounded. Corporal Bellman: superficially wounded in the left arm. Sergeant O’Hara: a bullet in the left leg.

Kennick himself had been untouched. Physically, he had been unharmed. But inside the wound had been deep and severe.

They had buried the dead and left the place and its stench of death. But it had stayed with Luke Kennick the whole way back. And for a long time after.

Trooper Ellis died two hours before they arrived back at Fort Cameron. O’Hara’s leg wound put him in a hospital bed for two months.

There had been a court of inquiry. Kennick told what had happened. He made no attempt to excuse himself, held himself entirely to blame. But to his surprise, the court found him without blame. Though he never knew what was said, he suspected that the testimonies of Corporal Bellman and Sergeant O’Hara had been a lot to do with the decision of the court.

But it didn’t end there. Griff McBride, brother of Trooper McBride, stood up in the courtroom and screamed at Kennick. He accused him of negligence, called him a murderer, swore that one day he’d get even. And Luke Kennick had left the inquiry with doubts as to his innocence. He had felt bad enough before; Griff McBride’s accusations only deepened the feeling.

The massacre had been due to his false sense of security. He had been convinced that the Comanches were far away. He had told his men they were safe. He had been wrong, and his men had died. Died because they had trusted him. He was a leader; he held the lives of others in his hands. Their fate depended on the decisions he made. Well, he had made a decision that day, and it had all but wiped out his patrol.

Two months after the inquiry, Luke Kennick handed in his commission to Colonel Broughton. Nothing that anyone said could change his mind. He had cleared his quarters and ridden out of Fort Cameron.

Only Colonel Broughton and Sergeant O’Hara had understood that Kennick was doing the only thing possible for him. He had been able to talk to them easily, to explain his thoughts and feelings and doubts. They had been disappointed – hurt even – that they could not persuade him to change his mind to stay and give himself another chance, but they had understood.

So on a hot July afternoon the gates of Fort Cameron had closed with hollow finality behind Luke Kennick

Up on the catwalk, Sergeant Brendan O’Hara had watched the figure of the lone rider until it faded into oblivion on the vast, heat-shimmering plain spreading away from Fort Cameron.
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​Chapter Three
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Luke Kennick watched O’Hara’s broad figure barrel through the door of the sutler’s store, smiled to himself and followed the sergeant.

It was cool inside, cool and restful after the sunlight’s glare outside. Kennick remembered the store vividly; and it hadn’t changed. There was the same orderly confusion, the same rich mixture of smells: spices, leather, tobacco, coffee beans. Down at the far end of the long room the highly polished bar shone with its rows of bottles and glasses.

‘C’mon, Luke, me boy!’ O’Hara’s booming voice woke Kennick from his reverie.

He joined the sergeant at the bar and picked up the glass of beer that was placed in front of him.

‘Nice to see you back, Luke.’ George Fell, the sutler, held out his hand. He was a small, slim man, quiet-mannered and capable.

‘Thanks, George.’

Fell moved away down the bar, leaving the two men alone.

O’Hara watched Kennick across the top of his glass.

‘For the Lord’s sake, Luke, say something!’ he exploded suddenly.

‘You want another beer?’

‘No! Luke Kennick, don’t play games with me. Remember, I’m O’Hara. You don’t fool me none with your poker face and no talk.’

Kennick emptied his beer glass and put it down on the bar. ‘Colonel Broughton wants me to escort Kicking Bear to the rendezvous on the Brazos. He wants me to take him alone.’

‘What! He must be crazy! One man takin
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