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	The Home of Great

	Western Fiction

	 


Matthew Gunn, the man they called Breed, has a personal score to settle. His arch enemy, Nolan—the man who killed his parents—is still free. But Breed’s luck is about to change.

	Nolan has stolen $70,000 and a pair of printing plates but in doing so killed their owner and two Pinkerton detectives. Not the wisest of moves. The Pinkertons turn to Breed with an offer of $500 to bring in Nolan. But in doing so, he himself could be hunted down and face a twenty-year stretch in Leavenworth Prison.

	Was it worth the risk? Breed thinks so … he sought only death’s ultimate satisfaction. The sight, the smell, the taste of the hunted’s blood. Blood of vengeance. Nothing could stop Breed. Not the pistoleros in the savage town of Tubac. Not the ever-present threat of a nerve-tearing, agonizing, lonely death ...
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	Good memories are made of friendship and food,

	so this one is for

	Giorgos and Christoforos Veneris.
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Chapter One

	 

	THE TIMBER WOLF watched the man ride past with a cold, yellow gaze. It was a big animal, the heavy shoulders and powerful haunches bunching under its thick grey pelt, tensed even in repose. Its coloring blended into the mottled shading of stone and shadow and starlight so that it was almost invisible, and it halted the bone-crunching action of its massive jaws the instant it sensed the approach of man and horse. Stealth, as much as strength, had kept the wolf alive long enough to regard a man with calm respect.

	A full-grown pronghorn stretched on the rock before the animal. The antelope’s neck was broken, torn, and blood welled sluggishly from its ripped stomach cavity.

	The wolf slid a long tongue gently over its fangs lapping blood from the curving teeth. The taste woke the hunger again—it had been some days since the last kill—and the great beast let a low, near-silent growl rumble from its chest, irritated by the need for caution. The succulent odor of the butchered antelope rose temptingly on the night air, but still the need for secrecy prevailed. The animal watched the man draw closer, instinct telling the creature that this was no hunter—not of wolves, not then—but man was still an enemy. Any man. The wolf sat silent, watching.

	A nightjar screamed and the man stirred in his saddle, hiking his shoulders back as though easing muscles wearied by long hours of riding. He looked up, and moonlight played for a moment on yellow hair as pale blue eyes scanned the darkness.

	The wolf watched. The rider drew level, and the big lobo hunched down closer to the ground, ready to contest his hard-won kill. The man rode slowly, letting his pony make its own pace. He rode with the reins held loose in his left hand. His right was on the saddlehorn, close to the butt of the Colt cross-hung around his waist.

	The horse sensed the watcher and its ears flattened back along its angular skull. The man, too, sensed something in the night and his hand moved to rest lightly on his gun. His head lifted, listening. He grunted softly, urging the horse on past the wolf’s position, sniffing the air like an animal.

	The wolf held silence. The man went past. Still the wolf watched; watched until the horse was gone from sight amongst the trees and the nightjar settled down. For a while longer the lobo stayed alert, ears pricked and nostrils flared for hint of danger. The night grew quiet again.

	After a while the wolf decided it was safe to eat. Saliva dribbled from its mouth and a low, anticipatory rumble echoed from deep inside its belly. It opened its jaws, darting its big, grey head forwards to burrow into the tasty belly sac of the dead pronghorn. The blood and the pungent intestines inflamed the lobo’s appetite and it dragged its head back, gulping down a great mouthful of steaming viscera.

	In seconds, the man was a dim memory, almost forgotten as the wolf settled to its feast.

	 

	The man rode on with a faint smile on his wide-lipped mouth. His memory was longer than the wolf’s, but in most other ways his senses were much the same. He had smelled the sweet scent of fresh blood, had known that something watched him. And guessed that some other hunter had made a kill that night. Not a cougar, for one of the big cats would have warned him off with a snarl, too proud, too confident of its own strength to remain silent. Not a coyote, for that would have dragged its kill clear and run. A wolf then, and a solitary wolf at that.

	The kind the Mexicans called el lobo solitario—a lone wolf like himself. He wished the animal joy of its kill. And wondered how long it might be before he made his.

	He was a tall man, lean and muscular, slumping in the saddle with the deceptive grace of one accustomed to spending long hours on horseback. A wide-brimmed Stetson shaded his face, a tangled spill of sun-bleached blond hair falling down his neck, almost to his shoulders. He wore a shirt of faded linen, washed enough that it was now almost colorless, and a waistcoat of supple, well-worn leather. His pants were buckskin, worn and weathered like the rest of his clothes, tucked into a pair of moccasins that rose to just below his knees. They were laced at the front, Apache style, and from the right there protruded the hilt of a slender-bladed throwing knife. His gunbelt looked more cared for than his clothing. It sat snug about his narrow waist, the holster hitched round to the left for riding, the butt of a Colt’s Frontier model sticking out where he could draw it fast. On the other side of the belt was a long, wide sheath holding a broad-bladed Bowie knife, the tang and guard shining bright in the moon’s light.

	All his weapons were clean and oiled, tended carefully, as though much used.

	There was about him an air of controlled tension, much akin to that of the lobo, as if—for all his casual slump—he could power instantly to action.

	His face was tanned and leanly planed, the cheekbones and nose wider than was usual amongst European-descended Americans, the nose flattened slightly above the wide, full-lipped mouth. His eyes were narrowed by years of staring into sunbaked landscapes, and very blue. A woman would have thought him handsome. And dangerous. A man would have settled for dangerous—and wondered at his ancestry, for there was about him a mixture of racial characteristics.

	He was a half-breed, a mestizo. Like the wolf, a lobo.

	He had been christened, in the cathedral in Santa Fe, Matthew Gunn. That had been his father’s wish: that he be given a white name. His father had been called Kieron Gunn. His mother had been called Rainbow Hair, in the fashion of her Chiricahua people who had named him Azul, for his blue eyes.

	Through his veins flowed the blood of his father’s Scottish ancestors, mingling with the darker strain of his mother’s people.

	Around the Border territory he was called Breed. And men feared him, for that latter name had come to mean something else: death.

	He glanced up at the moon, calculating the hours until dawn. It was, he reckoned, only a little time off. That meant he should reach Tubac around midmorning. From Tubac—where he hoped to pick up news—it was a day, maybe a day and a half, to Tucson. A long way to go to find one man. Unless that man had killed your parents and your people. That made the distance immaterial.

	He shifted in the saddle, easing the stiffness. His Apache upbringing had taught him to ride for longer periods than most white men could manage, but thirty hours was still a long time. Even with halts to refresh the horse. Even for a Chiricahua warrior.

	But word around the Border towns had it that Nolan was headed north, and if he hadn’t split eastwards for El Paso or west towards Fort Yuma, the dark man would be making for Tucson. It was about the only place he could safely bank around seventy thousand dollars of stolen money. The only place he could hope to find a printer with the machinery to utilize two plates of metal, the kind of metal that prints five dollar bills stolen from a coffin.1

	And Nolan was the man who had killed his parents. The man he hunted.

	His horse was tired, close to faltering even though he allowed the beast to pick up its own speed. He swung out of the saddle, and walked, leading the animal. It could rest in Tubac. Or he could purchase a fresh mount. He doubted that would be necessary: the big black was rangy and deep-chested, a mixture of mustang and thoroughbred that combined speed with staying power. A time of rest and decent eating would refresh them both, ready for the journey north.

	He moved on at a steady pace; sure-footed even though halfway asleep himself.

	Hate can do a lot for a man’s resources.

	When the sky got brighter he mounted again and walked the pony onwards through the pines. The light that was swelling up across the sky from the east outlined the stark branches of the big trees, the thicker configurations of the loblollies and the cedars. Birds began to chirrup a greeting and the downslopes of the Sierra Madre got noisy with animal life. Azul tugged a narrow stick of jerky from his belt and chewed as he rode on.

	Somewhere behind him the wolf howled. It was a long, mournful sound, as if the lobo regretted the coming of the dawn.

	He reached the flatlands stretching up from the Sierras to the southern slopes of the Colorado Plateau and urged the big black to a faster pace. The horse went forwards willingly, sensing the township ahead. Maybe guessing, in its animal mind, that it could rest up there.

	The sun came up and the land flattened out, rock and pine giving way to sand and cactus and sparse, sun-yellowed grasslands. The southern branch of the San Pedro river spilled down across the cattle lands to his right, providing just enough water to make the prospect of ranching in the near-barren Arizona territory tempting enough—profitable enough—to be worthwhile to the pinda-lick-oyi ranchers filling up the territory.

	He reined in alongside a little feeder stream and watered the pony. There was grass thrusting up through the arid soil and he let the horse crop while he washed his face and hands, drank himself. Then he mounted again and heeled the black to a canter, heading for Tubac. 

	The place was a straggle of baked adobe and bleached wood, a comingling of styles and races more mixed than his own blood. A rutted wagon trail led into the town, passing through a cluster of wickiups and hogans built at a respectful—or nervous—distance from the single main street. The signs daubed on the lodges were faded and dirtied, like the Apaches he saw squatting in the dust outside them. He recognized the marks of Mimbreño and Jicarilla, some Ojo Caliente, and a sprinkling of Pima lodges.

	He felt ashamed for those of his brothers who had chosen to give up the free life of Apacheria for the grubby existence of hand-outs and easy liquor to be found on the outskirts of a pinda-lick-oyi settlement.

	The town itself—if town was the right description—was little better. Main Street was a wide avenue of baked sand, thick with horse droppings and garbage, rutted deep by wagons and stifling with the odor of frying food. There was a cantina and a saloon, both open and already doing business. The heaviest smell came from an eating house with a gold-painted sign announcing the Tubac Palace Restaurant as the finest eatery between Nogales and Tucson. There was a livery stable set back from the street and a spread of cattle pens off to the west side; empty and looking unused. In between were stores: two gunsmiths, a milliners, a general store, a hardware outfit. There was a dusty office claiming to be the local branch of the Arizona Territory Cattleman’s Association, and a stage depot. They were both closed and the yellowed glass in the windows looked fly-blown and dirty. A panderia was doing business, but apart from that and the saloons, the town felt sleepy and lazy and quiet.

	He saw a lodging house called the Tubac Rest and reined in outside. Like the rest of the town the place was only one story high and looked dirty.

	He climbed down off the black horse and pulled his Winchester clear of the saddle boot. His feet sank down into the soft sand of the street’s edges and he stamped up the steps, kicking dust from his moccasins.

	An old man was sweeping the place out, lifting clouds of dust from a faded carpet and batting a gnarled hand at the flies buzzing irritably around his head. There were three bleached loungers set against the far wall and a scarred desk set in front of an alcove with pigeon-holes built into the adobe. Off to the right was a narrow restaurant where two Mexican women were serving coffee and eggs and bacon to a handful of residents.

	Azul walked past the old man, slapping his Stetson against his shirt and legs to add more dust to the oldster’s task.

	He put his carbine down on the desk and slapped the bell. The button went down, making a dull sound against the frame. He pushed the thing aside and slapped his hand on the desk. Nothing happened. He turned around, looking for the old man. There was a swirl of dust around the outside door, but no sign of the cleaner. He picked up his Winchester and dropped it noisily on to the cracked veneer.

	‘Hombre! ¿Que pasar? ¿Que quieren? Cálmate!’

	The voice was low and throaty. And unmistakably feminine. He spun round, his right hand dropping naturally towards his pistol.

	‘¡Ole! Pistolero, no es?’ The woman stood just inside the frame of the dining-room door, smiling. ‘Y que guapo! Que tenga que ver conmigo?’

	‘A room,’ said Azul. ‘A room and a bath.’

	He reached back, picking up the Winchester as the woman walked towards him. She was still smiling, her eyes running over his body in a way that made him feel slightly uneasy. She was big, nearly as tall as he, with a figure to match. It thrust out the tight material of her dark green dress, bulging up where the bodice was cut down over her breasts, spreading out from a trim waist into flowing lines that accentuated the sway of her wide hips. Her hair was of a dark brown, like burnt cork, emphasizing the pale tan of her face; she looked like she saw little daylight.

	Her features were solid, almost too big. A wide mouth devoid of coloring other than the natural redness of the full, fleshy lips. Two huge eyes, shaded with blue-grey mascara that hid beneath the shadow of long lashes. A wide, straight nose between high cheekbones akin to his own.

	She held her head straight and proud on a long, slender neck, and he noticed that her hands were smooth and long and tipped with scarlet paint. He noticed, too, that she was beautiful. Not in any conventional sense, but in that kind of near-ugly loveliness that makes a man want to reach out and grab a woman without a thought for the consequences.

	‘So you want a room,’ she murmured. ‘For how long?’ 

	‘Depends,’ said Azul. ‘A night. Maybe longer.

	‘Depends on what?’ Her eyes fluttered over him like sensual butterflies. ‘Are you looking for someone?’

	Azul nodded: ‘Yeah. A tall man, dressed all in black. He’s got dark hair and green eyes. Looks mean. He might have spread money around.’

	‘So. A bounty hunter. No es?’

	‘No,’ said Azul. ‘This is private between him an’ me.’

	‘I have not seen anyone like that,’ murmured the woman, ‘so perhaps you should stay around and ask some other people. Maybe someone in the saloon or the cantina has seen him.’

	She opened a dusty register book and brushed a dead fly from between the pages. Dipping a wood pen into a cracked inkwell, she held the instrument in Azul’s direction.

	‘Sign here, please. You can write?’

	Azul grinned and signed his name. He had been taught to write by his father. He signed in as Matthew Gunn.

	‘It will be two dollars American.’ She turned the book towards her as she spoke. ‘A dollar extra for a hot bath.’ Then she gasped, her eyes getting even larger as she read the signature.

	‘¡Madre de Dios! You are the one they call Breed!’

	‘I heard it said,’ grunted Azul. ‘Does that make any difference?’

	‘No! No, of course not. You are welcome, Señor Gunn. I shall attend to your bath myself.’

	‘Good,’ he said. ‘But first I’d like to sleep. Give me about four hours, then fix the bath. All right?’

	‘¡Claro! I shall see to it personally.’

	Azul turned away, ignoring her wide-eyed wonder as he studied the number burned into the wooden tag attached to his key. He grinned when he saw that he occupied room thirteen.

	‘I’ll be back in a while,’ he said. ‘I got to bed my horse down first.’

	He canted the Winchester over his right shoulder, keeping his thumb on the hammer and his forefinger over the trigger as he pushed through the doors and tugged the reins free of the hitching post. Then he paced down the street to the stable, ignoring the curious stares of the townsfolk beginning to spill out into the dusty thoroughfare.

	He walked the black down to the stable and handed over two dollars to the stableboy in return for a clean stall and a feed of grain. Another dollar bought a grooming and a bucket of fresh fodder. He left his saddle hooked over the rails: the bags held nothing worth stealing and the saddle itself was no better than any of the others he saw inside the barn.

	The stableboy hadn’t seen a dark man with green eyes either.

	Back at the rooming house, the woman greeted him at the door.

	‘Your room is ready,’ she smiled. ‘I had it specially cleaned.’

	‘Thanks,’ grunted Azul.

	‘By the way.’ Her voice halted him at the entrance. ‘My name is Linda. Linda Velazquez. Viuda Velazquez.’ 

	The emphasis on the Mexican word for widow held a lot of promise that didn’t, just then, interest Azul very much.

	‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Thanks.’

	He went inside and closed the door. There was no lock, but a hefty-looking bolt that he slid into the socket before going over to check the window. There was no glass, but twin, shutters with moveable louvres to let air into the room. He pulled the shutters tight and dropped the cross-bar to close them, then adjusted the louvres just enough that air could drift in without allowing sufficient gap for clear sight into the room.

	It was small, but relatively clean. The floor was made of bare wood planks with cracks showing where the timber had shrunk, tire walls of whitewashed adobe. There was a big, wide bed, all brass head and tail boards with a hard mattress in between, sharp pieces of straw sticking up through the sheets. A washstand flanked the bed, holding a tall jug filled with fresh water inside a fancy bowl with a plug in the bottom to drain the dirty water off into the second jug mounted under the tabletop. A single chair was tucked up against the facing wall with a row of metal hooks hammered into the adobe above it.

	Up in a corner of the room a spider was waiting for him to settle down so that it could get on with the web it was spinning.

	There was a kerosene lantern mounted into a niche cut against the wall above the bed.

	The room was cool and the bed was tempting. He tugged the buckle of his gunbelt loose and hung it over the bedhead. Then he placed the Bowie knife under his pillow and took off his shirt. He stripped, settling the throwing knife alongside the Bowie, and climbed under the sheets.

	They were clean and cool and fresh-smelling. He closed his eyes and went to sleep in seconds.

	The sound that woke him was indistinct as the presence of the wolf on the trail. His subconscious mind heard it and alerted him to potential danger, so that he rolled clear of the bed with the Colt in his right hand and the Bowie knife in his left, kicking the tangled sheet clear of his legs as he hit the floor on the far side of the bed.

	Someone was knocking on the door.

	He stood up, naked, the muzzle of the pistol held steady on the heavy panels. He paced silently round to fetch up against the wall. Sidled down until he was in a position to fire through the woodwork, then called out.

	‘Yeah? Who is it?’

	‘Linda, Señor Gunn. Your bath is ready. You have been sleeping for more than four hours now.’

	‘Wait.’ He backed away from the door and slid into his pants.

	Still holding the Colt cocked and ready he paced over to the left-hand side and tripped the bolt.

	‘All right,’ he called. ‘Come on in.’

	The door opened and the old man he had seen sweeping the foyer staggered in with a zinc tub cradled over his shoulders like the shell of some metallic tortoise. He set the thing down with a gusty sigh and scurried fast out of the room to make way for three Mexicans hefting buckets of steaming water that they tipped into the bath. The Mexicans left and Linda Velazquez came in. She was changed out of her green dress into something flowing and black and flimsy. She carried a big bar of soap in her right hand and a battered brush in her left. And an even bigger smile on her face.

	She ushered in two more servants who set large buckets down on the floor then backed out of the room with down-turned faces and hidden smiles.

	Then she kicked the door closed and slid the bolt.

	‘Your bath is ready,’ she said softly. ‘Why don’t you get in?’

	Azul looked at her. The room was dimly lit, but sufficient light filtered through the shutters to outline her body through the scanty confines of her robe. It was, at best, a thing solid as a cobweb, leaving the contours beneath barely hidden or careless to view.

	He smiled and set the Colt down on the bed.

	‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Why not?’

	He pulled his pants clear of his legs and stood up. Linda Velazquez ran a darting tongue over her lips. Her breath got faster and she reached up to unfasten the peignoir from her body. Azul picked up his pistol and climbed into the bath. He set the weapon down alongside the tub, where he could reach it fast. His eyes were fixed on the woman.

	The robe dropped to the floor. Under it she wore only a satin girdle that ended high above her thighs, straps of the same material connecting to the dark stockings couching her legs, between them the dark vee of her hair. At the top the girdle lifted her breasts, pushing them out so that the nipples stood dark and stiff and heavy above the smooth softness of the whaleboned silk.

	Azul stretched back in the tub, admiring.

	Slowly, enjoying his gaze, the woman tugged her suspenders loose of the stockings; slid each one slowly down her legs. She threw them carelessly on to the bed, then settled back to unfasten the girdle.

	Naked, she was magnificent, a brown and copper goddess stepping slowly, enticingly, towards him.

	She smiled and stooped down to .lift the soap and the brush.

	‘Pistolero,’ she murmured, ‘I hope you live up to your reputation with weapons.’

	Azul grinned. Reached out to grab her and tumble her over and down into the tub so that she splashed water, laughing, as she toppled across him.

	‘Scrub it,’ he said. ‘I feel dirty.’

	 

cover.jpeg
James A. Muir Ak

PART WHITE MAN.
PART APACHE.
ALL KILLER. ~






images/image-1.jpeg
JAMES A. MUIR

TIME OF THE
WOLF






images/image.jpeg
P)ICCADILLY
PUBLISHING





