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The sunrise is blood red:, and
the Gringos are facing one too many mornings …

The prison was an
impregnable fortress, the cells not fit for an animal, let alone a
man. Death would have been a kindness for Oveda—neither escape nor
rescue were possible.

But Oveda’s freedom was vital to
the cause of the Mexican Revolution. And for
enough money,
the Gringos would attempt even the impossible...

The Gringos—four desperate Americans on the wrong
side of the border, and the wrong side of the law. Fighting was all
they had learned from life. Money was all they wanted. Death all
they expected.
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‘Shoot all the brave horses And
how will we ride?’ – John Stewart

 


‘The silent night is shattered by the sounds
inside my mind.

I’m one too many mornings and a
thousand miles behind’ – Bob Dylan


 


 


For a man who knows his
malt from his grain:

Andy McKillop


 


 


 


Author’s Note

 


MOST READERS WILL
be familiar with
the Mexican terms used here—hacienda, amigo, coronel, etc—but for a greater understanding
of the military picture some explanation is worthwhile.

During the Revolution the Government
maintained a standing army, which was backed up with a paramilitary
police force, divided as follows...

The Federales represented the main instrument of
government control (much like the Guardia Civil of Franco’s Spain) and were based
chiefly in, and around, the larger towns.

The Rurales controlled the hinterlands; a kind of
country police force.

The Colorados were elite units within the
Federale
system, identified
by the red band worn around the kepi; and often by their
brutality.

The term gringo comes from the marching song adopted by
American mercenaries fighting with Juarez in an earlier revolt:
they sang Green Grow The Rushes, Oh, which their comrades-in-arms found
difficult to pronounce, and so shortened the opening words
to ...
gringo.
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Foreword

 


THE MEXICAN REVOLUTION
began in 1910, when
Francisco Madero wrested power from the tyrannical Diaz. In a
little over two years, one of Madero’s own generals—Victoriano
Huerta—rebelled against the mild-mannered, aristocratic President
and seized power for himself.

Huerta was a drunkard, a drug
addict, and a brutal dictator. He clamped an iron fist on the war-torn
country: so fiercely that opposition sprang up from unexpected
quarters. South of Mexico City, in the ‘sugar bowl’ of Morelos
province, a peon leader called Emiliano Zapata was still fighting for his
vision of equality: a land where all had the right to control their
destinies. To the north, in Sonora and Chihuahua, a bandit called
Pancho Villa became a revolutionary. And then, in Coahuila, the
Governor—Venustiano Carranza—turned against Huerta, establishing an
alternative seat of government in Nogales.

Carranza raised an
army—rather than the guerrilla forces led by Villa and
Zapata—and gave command to Pablo Gonzalez and Alvaro Obregon, who
formed an uneasy alliance with Villa.

The entire picture was
confused, clouded by the disparate objectives of the protagonists,
and their vastly different backgrounds. Zapata sought agrarian
reform: his visionary policy of Tierra y Libertad! Villa sought wealth and power; Carranza
sought to bring order without, too much, upsetting the status quo.
The Revolutionary opposition was, at best, a flimsy structure of
mistrust and divided aims, but the unlikely allies pressed Huerta
hard. Zapata continued his advance from the south—slowly, for where
he conquered he left men to till the land. Villa concentrated on a
direct push from the north, using the railway system to transport
his rag-tag army of bandits and camp followers. Obregon pushed down
the Pacific coast to strike the capitol from the west. And all were
in a hurry: anxious to reach Mexico City first; afraid to see power
wrested by an ally.

And across the border, America
watched with the keen eyes of self-interest. A great deal of
American money was invested in the cheap labor and rich mineral
resources of
Mexico. The arms embargo lasting through most of 1913 and 1914 was
lifted, but the bulk of the munitions sold legally to the rebels
went to Carranza: the United States had little time for bandits
such as Villa.

But Pancho Villa had other
sources of
supply. In any war there are men willing to trade their skills for
a price—or a dream. And even some who agree with Zapata’s
words:

‘It is better to die on your feet than to
live on your knees.’
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Chapter One

 


THE CAPTAIN COMMANDING
the squad of
Colorados
swung down from his
horse with the natural grace of a born rider. He passed the reins
to a trooper and lifted the dust goggles from his handsome
features, stretching the elastic so that the goggles settled back
against the peak of his cap, across the scarlet band with the
insignia of his rank at the center. He looked up at the pale, full
moon as he eased the gray gloves from his hands, then began to slap
gently at his uniform. The sound was lost under the buzzing of the
cicadas, and the dust drifted softly away in the
moonlight.

It was a small town, and
consequently quiet at midnight. A good, sleepy place for a man to hide; not
touched by the war.

The Colorado captain scanned the outlines of the
buildings, letting his eyes confirm the information he had received
back at headquarters in Leόn. A population of around eight hundred,
mostly farmers and agents handling the farmers’ produce. Beyond the
moon washed bulks of the houses there would be a central plaza. It
would have a fountain at the center—probably dry. From where he
stood there would be a cantina to the right and a church to the
left. There would be a few stores, selling farm implements and
seed. Directly across the plaza, north of the church, there would
be a Rurale post. It would be empty.

The man in Leόn had assured him of
that.

‘You’re losing this war,’ he had said in
excellent Spanish. ‘You’re almost surrounded. If it goes on like
this, you’ll be cut off. Literally.’

The Colorado captain had stared at the man,
wondering why his coronel should allow a yanqui to speak that way. But Coronel Garcia had motioned for him to stay
silent and listen.

‘Valdana’s a rebel town now,’ the American
had continued. ‘They believe Villa’s close enough to take them
over. They could be right.’

His voice was cold and dry,
like a whisper of wind in the night. It matched his appearance: short,
sandy hair, almost white, matching his suit; dark glasses so black
his eyes were invisible above the thin nose and mean lips. It was
difficult to tell his age, but his air of command was such that the
young officer assumed him senior. Certainly important: why else
would Garcia allow him to dictate policy?

‘There’s a revolutionary agent
there.’ The cold voice cut through the officer’s bemusement. ‘His
name is Juan Oveda. He’s stirred them up enough that they think
they’ll make
a better deal with Villa than with us. I want him.’

‘We want him.’ Garcia spoke for
the first time since making the introductions. ‘It is in both our
interests, Señor Bender.’

‘Yeah.’ For a moment Hiram
Bender’s hidden eyes swiveled towards the colonel. ‘We want him.
Alive.’

The impenetrable stare came back to fasten
on the captain’s face. Without thinking, the younger man stiffened
his back, trying to look commanding.

‘Since he got there,’ continued Bender,
‘food production’s slowed right down. What’s worse is the
Rurales
pulled out. Two got
shot, and when the commander threatened to punish the town if they
didn’t hand over the killers, the whole lot told him he’d get
killed if he didn’t leave.’

The officer gasped, looking to
his colonel for permission to speak. Garcia had nodded and said,
‘Go ahead, Montes.’ And Raul Montes had voiced his full opinion of
what should be done to a community that betrayed the government so
foully, and
how he would enjoy commanding the disciplinary force. And Bender
had shaken his narrow head and said, ‘No. That’s the worst thing we
could do. Listen.’

He had paused long enough to
sip water, wiping his mouth afterwards with a silk handkerchief.
Then said:

‘If we raze the place we just make enemies.
We empty the farms and hand them over to Villa while we still need
their food. What we have to do is scare them. Show them they can’t
fight us, not without getting into real trouble. It has to be done
carefully.’

And Montes had listened while
the American explained how he wanted the revolutionary, Juan Oveda,
taken from Valdana to face trial in Leόn. So that he could be found guilty and
sentenced to a prison term. Quietly; at least so far as Oveda was
concerned: anyone with him could be killed, but Oveda himself had
to be brought back to Leόn for trial.

‘Why?’ Montes had asked. ‘Why
not kill him there? Or hold a public execution here?’

Bender had shaken his head some
more. Like a teacher addressing a slow child.

‘Your government’s
in a difficult
situation,’ he had said; slowly, choosing his words with care.
‘There’s people in America think the embargo should be set again.
That we should support Huerta. But with the north gone over to
Villa and Carranza there’s no one ready to stick his neck out for
your side. Wilson’s backing the winners; as he sees them; and
Congress agrees. What support you got from Germany is slowing down,
because they’re gearing up for a war of their own. So
you—we—have to play it real careful. Oveda’s got contacts in the
States: he knows people there; written articles for newspapers.
Kill him outright, and there’ll be a campaign by the liberals
against Huerta.’

He smiled. It was like watching
a snake’s fangs bared. ‘No. We take him quietly. Bring him back
here and put
him in prison. That way, no one can accuse us of brutality. Then if
Huerta wins, we can shoot him. If not, he’ll most likely rot
there.’

‘You understand?’ Garcia had asked. ‘You
know what you must do?’

Raul Montes had nodded.
‘Si,
coronel.’

‘Good.’ Garcia had smiled. ‘Excellent. Handle
it well and there could be a promotion.’

 


Montes tugged his gloves back
over his hands and lifted his pistol from the button-down holster.
It was a Luger, the 9mm Parabellum model of 1908, its metal parts
shining dull under the moon, its familiar contours snugging against his
hand like an old friend.

He worked the toggle to spring
a load into the chamber, glancing back to where his lieutenant was
grouping the men. He smiled as the smooth action of the pistol
slotted the cartridge into place, and waited for Hernandez to join
him.

The teniente had left two men with the horses,
grouped inside an olive grove that hid them from sight of the town.
The remainder—eighteen, counting Montes and Hernandez—clustered
about the wall surrounding the grove. They carried rifles,
Mannlichers, with only the two officers wearing pistols.

‘The place is down there.’ Montes pointed
across a dirt street that opened onto another dirt street. ‘The
house is hidden behind a wall, but it has a door opening onto the
street. Make no noise.’

‘Claro,’ said Hernandez. ‘We are ready.’

‘Good.’ Montes checked the safety catch of
his Luger and led the way into Valdana.

 


The town was very quiet.
Perhaps too much so. Or perhaps that was just his nervous
anticipation. At least, nothing happened as they paced fast
down the alley and
swung into the wider avenue leading to the plaza. The avenue
containing the house where Juan Oveda was hiding. The moon was now
at its zenith, and the cloud cover that had hidden their approach
was blown away by a westerly wind, leaving the great orb shining
clear over the tiled rooftops and adobe-walled streets.

Somewhere across the town a dog
howled, the cry cutting short as a voice grumbled a protest.
The Colorados flattened against the whitewashed walls until the sound
ceased, then moved forwards again, trying to keep their nailed
boots clear of the odd stone that jutted from the packed dirt of
the avenue.

Montes had memorized the map
Bender had shown him, so when he reached Oveda’s house he knew exactly where he
was, and motioned with his left hand for a halt.

The house was set three back
from the plaza, a wide, low, two-story construction with dark blue tiles
covering the roof and a balcony surrounding three walls. The fourth
wall faced onto a street that ran parallel to the plaza, with a
huge, metal-studded door set between two wide windows that were
covered with the same kind of basket work grille that spanned those
on the upper level. A wall ran around the house to separate it from
the side alley and the buildings beyond. There was a small wooden
gate in the wall, giving access to the courtyard. The windows
showing along the balcony were dark, but at the front a single
light glowed.

Montes whispered his men
into position: three at the front, flattened into the shadows of
the facing wall; three in the narrow alley on the far side; and
three behind the building. Three more went into the courtyard,
lining against the interior wall where their boots trampled down
the flowers growing in the borders. Montes, Hernandez, and a
sergeant called Varez, approached the house.

At the rear there was a smaller door, a
wooden facing that appeared to open into a kitchen. It was
locked.

Montes hammered on the woodwork
with the butt of his Luger.

There was a long pause, and
then a light showed, fluttering towards the windows. It got closer
and faded, then bolts creaked and a voice that was sleepy with age
grumbled an enquiry through the narrow crack of the
partially-opened door. Montes saw a lined face dimly illuminated by the
lantern in the old man’s hand, rheumy eyes that were further gummed
by slumber. He slammed his shoulder against the wood, springing the
door inwards so that it struck the old man and sent him stumbling
back. Montes went through fast, with Hernandez and the sergeant
close on his heels.

The old man was rubbing at his
cheek where the edge of the door had bruised him, the lantern
swaying wildly in his gnarled hand. He looked frightened and angry
at the same time; ridiculous, too, in a flowing night-shirt that was too big
for his scrawny body. When he saw the pistol Montes was holding his
eyes got wide. Then crossed as the Colorado lifted the muzzle to touch the bridge of
his nose.

‘If you make one sound,’ whispered
Montes, ‘I shall kill you. Give me the lantern.’

Nodding vigorously, as though trying to
scratch his nose on the Luger, the old man passed the lantern
over.

Montes passed it to Hernandez
and nodded to the sergeant, who stepped behind the old man with
his rifle
held across his chest. He brought the Mannlicher up and round in a
short, vicious arc that crashed the stock against the old man’s
neck just below the right ear. The rheumy eyes snapped closed, and
the scrawny body jerked rigid then seemed to fold in on itself.
Montes caught him as he fell, lowering him to the red-tiled
floor.

They were in a kitchen, the air
still redolent of cooking, a fire glowing dim behind the gate of
the stove. There was a door facing them. Montes opened it. Beyond
was a large, sparsely furnished room, the center of the tiled floor
occupied by an ancient wooden table with a bowl of oranges in the
middle. The walls were of rough-plastered adobe, partially covered
with brightly woven Indian blankets. Off to the right an open door
suggested the old man’s sleeping quarters, and a croaking voice
suggested that he might have a wife. Montes pointed at the
sergeant, then at the door. The man nodded and moved silently
through. There was a gasp that began to turn into a scream, but
never got beyond the first hoarse inhalation of breath. Instead, it
ended abruptly with the soggy sound of a blow sinking into soft
flesh.

The sergeant came back into the
room, his dark face impassive as he lifted one finger and then made
a chopping motion. Montes smiled and pointed at the stairs leading off from
the left. Hernandez raised the lantern, casting its glow on
polished wood that led up to an interior balcony. Montes understood
the warning, and pressed a finger to his lips.

He grasped the stair rail,
setting a
foot cautiously on the first step, as far from the center as he
could manage. Then—holding close to the side, where the boards were
less likely to creak—he began to sidle upwards. Hernandez and the
sergeant followed with the same exaggerated caution.

There were four doors opening
off the balcony, all closed and dark as coffin lids. Montes
wondered which one Oveda used, then decided the only way to find
out was to check them all. He eased towards the closest, motioning
for Hernandez to douse the light. The teniente shut down the wick and pinched out the
flame, then set the lantern carefully on the boards. He stepped to
the right side of the door as the sergeant positioned himself at
the center of the balcony and Montes set his left hand on the
doorknob.

It turned smoothly, and the
door swung back on oiled hinges, soundless. Moonlight filtered
through slatted shutters, outlining a bed that held the shape of a
body. The captain crossed the room, grateful for the woven rugs
covering the floor. He saw a spread of long, dark hair, blue-black in
the moonlight that fell in bars across the rumpled sheet; a breast,
partially exposed where the nightdress had rucked and slipped down;
a wide, full-lipped mouth, slightly parted in sleep. For an instant
he felt a flood of lust: it would be so easy to take her, right
now. But no: his mission was to capture Juan Oveda, and if the
revolutionary got warning, then the whole filthy town could turn
out against the Colorados.

But still, perhaps later ...

He settled one gloved hand over the
sleeping woman’s mouth, raising the Luger to point at her face as
she woke.

His eyes were huge, the whites
emphasizing the intensity of her terrified stare as she tried to
scream and felt her voice cut off by the clamping
hand.

Hernandez dropped across the bed, pinning
her legs before she even had a chance to kick.

‘I don’t want to kill you,’ said
Montes, very softly. ‘But I will if I must.’ He tapped her gently
with the pistol. ‘If you tell me where Oveda is, I might let
you go. If
you try to warn him, I shall have to kill you.’

Slowly, warily, he took his hand from her
mouth.

‘You’ve come to kill him,’ she said, her
voice husky with sleep and fear. ‘For what he’s done.’

‘No.’ Montes angled the Luger at
her clean, white teeth. ‘I’ve come to arrest him. That’s all. You have
my word on that.’

‘Your word?’ She made it an insult. ‘How
much is that worth?’

‘How much is a bullet worth?’ said Montes.
‘Or a day with my men? Tell me!’

‘Jesus Cristo!’ The words came softly through a
miasma of fear. ‘Madre de Dios!’

Montes cut the babble by the simple
expedient of thrusting the barrel of the Luger between her teeth,
shoving it far enough in that the root of the tongue was flattened,
the foresight digging into her throat.

‘I don’t want to kill him,’ he said. ‘My
orders are to arrest him; nothing more. I don’t want to kill
anyone, but if you don’t help me—well...’

He left the sentence unfinished as he eased
the German pistol from the woman’s mouth.

Her face was pale now, almost
green in the
shadowed clarity of the moon, and her teeth chattered as the cold
metal of the pistol withdrew. Her eyes fixed with stark intensity
on the captain’s face. Then closed as some kind of spasm worked
over her features and she said—very softly, very quietly—‘In the
next room. He often sleeps there.’

‘The other rooms?’ asked Montes, still
holding the gun pointed at her face. ‘Are there other people
here?’

‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘God forgive me!
There’s no one else.’

Montes smiled and slid an arm under her
shoulders, easing her to a










































tmp_0316747-208efdf8-973d-4962-b5e3-538f38257763_YCfviD_html_591d486b.jpg
PICCADILLY

PUBLISHING





tmp_0316747-208efdf8-973d-4962-b5e3-538f38257763_YCfviD_html_8c26a78.jpg
J.D. SANDON

L L LT o T o T o
“ii-l%uué

7: ONE TOO MANY
MORNINGS






cover.jpg
THEY CAME TO SELL GUNS ... AND STAYED TO USE THEM!

7: ONE TOO MANY MORNINGS






