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	The Home of Great 

	Western Fiction

	 


Billy Eagle had a problem. No one loved a squaw man who had discovered a hoard of Inca treasure. And though Billy kept secret the location of his hidden cache, Cole Stanton wanted his gold. Wanted it badly, before he died of consumption. Billy was framed by Cole and his hands for a murder he didn’t commit. Then Azul arrived on the scene. Breed, alias Azul, had scores to settle with any white man who crossed a fellow half-breed. And together they laid a trail of blood and destruction that fired the scrubland…
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	Like Azul, he’s a killer on the draw. 

	This one is for Colin Backhouse, with thanks.

	



	



	
		The Breed Series 



	The Lonely Hunt

	The Silent Kill

	Cry for Vengeance

	Death Stage

	Gallows Tree

	Judas Goat

	Time of the Wolf

	Blood Debt

	Blood-Stock!

	Outlaw Road

	The Dying and the Damned

	Killer’s Moon

	Bounty Hunter!

	Spanish Gold



	

	
	
		CHAPTER ONE



	BILLY EAGLE WAS drunk the day he discovered the mine.

	A week earlier he was trading deer meat with a Mexican storekeeper who ran a post on the north reach of the San Pedro, where it ran into the Gila, and picking up just enough money to stock his pack horse with necessaries. Most of Billy’s necessaries came bottled fresh from the Mexican’s still, the remainder was barely sufficient to see the half-breed through the next month of hunting. But Billy Eagle didn’t worry too much about that: he had cartridges for the old Henry repeater, so he could live off the land if need be. What he did worry about was getting clear of the post before he drank too much and gave the Mexican, or one of his tame Indians, a chance to steal him blind.

	He loaded the pack horse and climbed astride the buckskin mustang, heading southwards down the San Pedro before cutting off east in the direction of the Piñon Llanos range. It was a good place to hunt, up there. Far enough away from the settlements springing up all over the Arizona Territory, and clear of the traditional hunting grounds of the Bedonkohe Apache. Billy was part Mimbreños, the son of a Nedni woman and a Mexican father, dark enough to pass as a member of either race, but too heavy in the chest and too bowed of leg to be a true Mexican; yet too aquiline of feature to be a true Apache. Thus he belonged to neither racial group, and was looked down on by the white Americans.

	He had chosen to live alone, hunting deer in the ranges south of the Gila. Selling the meat and the hides for sufficient money to buy himself supplies, rot-gut whisky, and the occasional whore. On the whole, he enjoyed the life: he didn’t like people too much, and when it got too lonely he could always find a rancheria, or go down to the trading post, or into Chandler’s Butte.

	He followed the course of a little stream called the Mamacita into the foothills, then circled around a bit to confuse his trail. There was no particular reason for that, except innate caution and the knowledge that there were still some Bedonkohe in the hills ready to kill for the whisky he carried.

	When he was confident he was neither followed nor watched, he cut due east and began to climb the ragged slopes towards his regular camp. It was located above a cut in the rocks that shaded a small mountain meadow. There was a spring at one end of the vee-shaped cleft, and lush grass covering the centuries’ old spread of soil on the bottom. Billy was too canny to make his camp in so tempting a spot, but the place was too good to forget; so he had found a wide ledge forty feet above the cleft and used that as a permanent base. From there he could watch his animals grazing, confident that the only path to his lair was from below, up a narrow trail too steep for a horse to climb, and commanded by the ledge so that he could pick off any intruders from a safe defensive position.

	He unsaddled his animals and fastened a line across the entrance of the cleft. Then he hauled his packs up to the cave on the ledge and started a small, smokeless fire. He set some deer meat to roasting and opened the first bottle.

	By the time the sun was faded into the west the deer meat was ready and the bottle was empty. Billy ate. Belched. And went to sleep.

	He woke at dawn. Went down to the spring and bathed. Then he checked the animals, went back to the ledge and checked the Henry. He fried some bacon and sourdough biscuits. Drank some coffee. And looked at the bottles stacked neatly inside the cave.

	It was too early yet: he needed to hunt down some fresh meat.

	But the bottles looked awfully good. Tempting.

	He finished his food thinking about them. And then he scrubbed his plate clean, thinking about them.

	And then he drank his coffee, thinking about them.

	And then he stood up and went into the cave and opened one.

	He coughed out most of the first swallow, and took a second. That went down easier. So he took a third. That tasted a whole lot better., he took a fourth.

	By the time the bottle was halfway empty the sun was high up and shining into the cleft. And Billy was ready to go hunting. Anything. He felt good. He corked the bottle and set it, with exaggerated caution, back amongst the others. Then he picked up the Henry and moved north along the ledge. There was an old path down there, near vertical in parts and largely washed out by storms and landslips. Billy Eagle had dug steps over sections and fixed disguised ropes over others so that he could move in and out of the cave fast. In case.

	Now he slung the Henry over his shoulder by its rawhide carrying strap and began to haul himself up towards the protective rimrock. Partway up, where a slide had layered loose shale over the slope, there was a game trail. Nothing used it much anymore, the edges ending in a twenty foot drop onto the shale, with the two ends separated by a fifteen foot gap.

	On this particular day Billy was surprised to see a big pronghorn buck standing at the northern side of the gap. The deer was watching him, looking down over the edge with inquisitive brown eyes. It was a big animal – the kind Billy wanted to find – with enough meat on it to last him around a month.

	He grasped the rope tight in both hands, staring back at the pronghorn as he braced his feet against the shale. The loose chippings had been down long enough for soil to begin to cover the edges of the slide and grass was sprouting there. Billy edged his feet tighter on the grass and began to wonder if he could get a shot off.

	Had he been sober he would have known it was impossible. But the Mexican’s whiskey and the blazing Arizona sun were taking their toll. If he climbed any higher, the pronghorn would be off and running scared, and he would need to climb all the way to the top. Then cast around for spoor and maybe spend the entire day tracking an animal that might – almost certainly would – be smaller than the big buck.

	And back in the cave there were more bottles waiting.

	Billy Eagle knuckled his left hand around the rope and used his right to ease the Henry clear of his shoulders. He went down on his knees, driving the caps and his toes into the loose soil overlaying the shale. He hooked his left elbow over the rope and opened his left hand just long enough to grab the barrel of the repeater. Then he worked the lever to pump a cartridge into the chamber.

	The pronghorn went on staring at him, mildly curious at the strange antics of the man thirty feet below.

	Billy lifted the rifle slowly to his shoulder and sighted along the barrel, lining the flat vee of the hindsight with the upright of the muzzle blade. It would have to be a low shot, angled upwards into the buck’s chest. If it came off, he might have to climb up and get across to the game trail before he could send the buck down. Which wouldn’t be too difficult: a kick, and the animal would slide most of the way to the ledge.

	He fired.

	The pronghorn’s head went back, forelimbs lifting from the edge of the trail as the .56 caliber slug ploughed into the chest just right of the breastbone. Rictus and instinctive action combined to bunch the powerful hindquarters and propel the deer outwards across the gap.

	The animal didn’t make it.

	Billy’s shot had taken out the heart, and even as the effort was made, death was numbing the responses of the limbs. The buck landed two feet clear of the facing edge and crashed down onto the shale. Close on two hundred pounds of deadweight hit the dirt with a thud that reverberated under Billy’s feet.

	And then the avalanche began.

	The buck was still kicking as it slid down towards the half-breed. The hooves dug against the loose soil and as the spine arched, the horns prodded in, twisting the deer over so that it began to somersault down the slope. At the same time, the earth and shale got disturbed enough that a slide started. Billy Eagle felt the ground move under him and began to swing down the rope in a desperate attempt to reach the safety of the overhung ledge before he was swept away.

	He was too slow.

	There was a sudden swell from under him and he was torn clear of the rope, rolling down the slope with his eyes and mouth and nose filled with dust, his ears with a low growling sound. The Henry was smashed from his hands and he curled into a protective ball, dragging his knees up against his chest as he fastened both his arms over his head.

	Maybe it was because he was partially drunk, or perhaps it was just pure good luck, but he wasn’t killed.

	There was darkness and pain, and a dream-like feeling of falling with sound all around. Like rolling through the centre of a thunderstorm. Then a blow that smashed the air from his lungs and left him gasping from want of breath as he felt weight against his back and the hot drip of blood in his mouth.

	And then it was ended.

	Billy Eagle opened his eyes and took his arms from around his head. He rolled over, right hand stretching out to explore his surroundings. He thought he might be dead, but his clouded vision told him that he was on the ledge below the shale slope. His tongue told him he was cut, but when he checked his teeth he found them all in place. And when he checked his body, his hands told him he was very, very lucky.

	He got up on his knees.

	The slope had assumed a different shape. Instead of the wide fan of grass-covered shale, there was now a deep gap, cut down maybe twenty feet into the rock. The entire deposit of shale had slid clear, taking with it both the pronghorn and the half-breed’s rifle. Most of the rubble had lifted fully clear of the slope, washing a secondary fan over the lower rim, leaving just enough spread across the ledge to halt Billy’s descent and death. The ropes he had set so carefully were torn away, just a few ragged ends drooping like vines over the sheer walls of the new split.

	Billy stood up, dusting off his shirt and face as he cursed the whiskey he had drunk and wondered how he could find enough money to buy a new gun. His pants were torn and his shirt was tattered. His hands stung where sharp fragments of stone had opened the flesh. And his nose gave out a steady dripping of blood. He blew hard through his nostrils, then pinched them tight and lifted his head back.

	And saw the cave.

	It was ten feet down from where the pronghorn had stood watching him. There was a series of rough steps going down to the entrance. Very steep and very narrow. The entrance was no more than eight feet across, as many high. And where the slanting sunlight angled against the wall, there was the glint of metal.

	It took Billy Eagle close on three hours to get sufficient rope to clamber down the vertical face to where the steps began, but it was time well spent.

	He went into the cave with an unlit torch in his hand. And then sat down, staring round at his find.

	The cave ran back for fifteen feet before the tunnel opened into a chamber around thirty feet long by as many wide and high. There were two skeletons inside the main chamber, the bones yellow with age and crumbly to the touch. They had kettle-pot helmets settled low over the dried-out craniums, and rusting breast-plates on the ribs. There was a dagger between the bones of one skeleton, put in from the side, between the forwards and rearwards sections of the armor, where they would have been joined together by straps had the leather not rotted away. The other collection of bones had a wide, round hole directly above and between the eyes. The back of the skull was fragmented so that the rusting helmet sat askew the dead head. There was a dent in the rock behind, and faint rust marks running down.

	Billy Eagle ignored the skeletons. His torch, lit now against the dark, shone on gleaming metal. It had once been packed in cases of leather and wood, but the original materials were long-gone into corpescent rot, spilling apart to reveal the contents.

	Gold, mostly. Smelted down to ingots. The size of his hand; the thickness of his fingers. He didn’t know much about gold, but he knew he had hit lucky when he tried to kill the pronghorn buck.

	Knew he was rich.

	There were jewels, too. Fist-sized opals, and chunks of polished quartz that would buy him a week with any of the whores up at the trading post. More stones that just shone in the torch light, very bright, with little sparkling dances of illumination radiating from their facets.

	He threw those away: who wanted glass? And went back to his camp with four of the flat gold bars inside his shirt.

	And got very drunk.

	
	Five days later, Billy Eagle showed up at the assay office in Chandler’s Butte.

	The town was four days clear of the Piñon Llanos and Billy Eagle had taken care to overlay his trail. He wasn’t sure how much the gold was worth, but he didn’t want anyone else jumping his claim. Not with that much gold sitting inside the cave, waiting for him.

	‘Christ Jesus!’ The clerk lifted the chippings from the scales. ‘That works out to around eighty per cent pure.’

	‘How much?’ asked Billy Eagle.

	‘That block?’ The clerk shrugged. ‘One hundred dollars.’

	‘All right,’ said the half-breed. ‘I got three more.’

	The clerk choked. He reached up to loosen his string tie with his lips working like fighting caterpillars.

	‘Show me.’

	His voice was hoarse, and got hoarser still as Billy Eagle dropped the ingots onto the desk. He used a scalpel to flake off pieces from each bar and then dropped the flakes into a pan of acid. After the seeth had cooled, he dunked them in a second mixture and then weighed the residue.

	His eyes got wider still.

	‘Oh, my God!’ he said. ‘Where’d you find this?’

	Billy Eagle grinned and pressed a finger to his lips.

	‘You got near enough one thousand dollars’ worth of gold there,’ said the clerk. ‘Christ! That’s akin to the Sutter’s Mill rush. Jesus!’

	‘Who buys it?’ asked Billy. ‘You?’

	‘Mister,’ said the clerk, ‘I’ll buy. How much you want?’

	‘Tell me,’ said Billy. ‘I don’t know.’

	The clerk swallowed some more, his Adam’s apple bouncing up and down his throat like like a blind-bob at a county fair. He seemed to be choking on it as his eyes shifted wide inside the sockets and a sheen of sweat spread over his face.

	‘Look,’ he said, ‘I hafta to go raise the money. Here.’ He tugged two five dollar bills from his vest. ‘Go have a drink on me in the Little Sister. It’s right across the street. You just order whatever you want. If that don’t cover it, I’ll be back to settle the bill.’

	‘How much?’ repeated Billy Eagle. ‘For the gold?’

	‘Oh, God!’ The clerk’s throat began to look like it was trying to climb up inside his mouth. ‘One thousand. Straight cash.’

	‘You got a deal,’ said Billy Eagle. ‘I’ll wait for you.’

	The clerk came out from behind the desk and opened the door. He waited long enough for the half-breed to cross the street and enter the saloon. Then he locked the assay office and went out by the back way, stumbling through the back alleys of Chandler’s Butte to the hotel. The only hotel. It was called The Hotel, with a sign out in front to prove it.

	
	The owner was in his private room. The one customers never reached. It was cool and quiet, the shutters closed just enough that the sun didn’t come in but the breeze could. To stir the fan centered on the ceiling.

	There were two men outside the door. One fat, one thin. Both ugly. Both mean-looking. Both armed like gunmen; or bodyguards.

	‘I gotta see Mr. Stanton,’ said the clerk. ‘It’s real important.’

	‘He’s sleepin’,’ said Jimmy Witt. ‘Don’t wanna be disturbed.’

	The clerk looked at the gigantic man. Took in the red hair and the pale face. The cut down shotgun on the strap over his right shoulder. And swallowed breath.

	‘He’ll want to know about this,’ he said. ‘Honest.’

	‘What is it?’ asked the second man, almost soft. ‘Tell us.’

	He was dressed in a frilled shirt that must have cost him a lot of money back in St. Louis. Probably as much as the sateen vest and the tight-fitted black pants that sat snug over the grainy, hand-tooled boots.

	He wore
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