
[image: tmp_0498322-87f4a3fb-c34f-4091-8f10-85386bc72309_5rMKJA_html_m435f7b63.jpg]



The Apache Series

#1. THE FIRST DEATH

#2. KNIFE IN THE NIGHT

#3. DUEL TO THE DEATH

#4. THE DEATH TRAIN

#5. FORT TREACHERY

#6. SONORA SLAUGHTER

#7. BLOOD LINE

#8. BLOOD ON THE TRACKS

#9. THE NAKED AND THE SAVAGE

#10. ALL BLOOD IS RED

#11. THE CRUEL TRAIL

#12: FOOL’S GOLD

#13: THE BEST MAN

#14: BORN TO DIE

and still to come …

#15: BLOOD RISING

#16: TEXAS KILLING

#17: BLOOD BROTHER

#18: SLOW DYING

#19: DEATH DRAGON

#20: BLOOD WEDDING

#21: FAST LIVING

#22: BORDER KILLING

#23: DEATH VALLEY

#24: DEATH RIDE

#25: TIMES PAST

#26: THE HANGING

#27: DEBT OF BLOOD

 


 



[image: tmp_0498322-87f4a3fb-c34f-4091-8f10-85386bc72309_5rMKJA_html_55d04e60.jpg]


 


This is for Terry Harknett—

was the incentive that made me start
writing

and he’s been an example to me ever
since.

 


 


 



 


It’s all right, it’s only music,

It is singing in the stars,

Keep your dreams as clean as silver.

This may be the last hurrah.

John Stewart,
The Last Hurrah

 



CHAPTER ONE

THERE WAS NO wind.

None at all.

The baking desert landscape of New Mexico
lay still and silent. There were no birds circling in the blue dome
of the sky. No lizards scampering from rock to rock, pausing
motionless and then moving on.

Nothing.

Not even the lazy sinuous coils of a rattler
wreathing sideways through the hot sand.

All the living creatures knew that there was
something wrong. That the weather was going to produce something
extra special in the line of nastiness.

Every living creature knew that. Sensed it.
And kept well out of the way of whatever it was that was
coming.

Every creature except one.

Man.

 


The small wagon train had wound its way
through the shimmering heat of the Guadalupe Mountains toward the
distant peaks of the Dragoons. There were only four wagons in the
train, loaded with an ill-assorted band of sweltering humanity.

Their destination was westwards. Toward the
magic goal of the Pacific Ocean. Through Fort Yuma and on and on.
Though some of them would be alighting earlier.

Fifty miles or so ahead of them the military
was working on the rebuilding of Fort Davidson. There was a trading
post established there and a collection of tents. With a few huts
already built.

Fort Davidson had been razed to the ground a
few years back by a band of Apaches from the nearby rancheria in a
time of violence that had shocked the Southwest with its bloody
savagery. But now the scars were healing and the dead lay dusty in
the dry land, their markers already lost in the shifting sands.

As the pony soldiers advanced, so the
Indians withdrew. Already the local Mescalero and Chiricahuas had
gone to mountain fastnesses. And the Mimbreños had gone as well.
The borderline Apaches that had devastated Fort Davidson had been
virtually wiped out by the vengeful cavalry, hunted down almost to
the last man.

Almost.

But not quite.

 


“Sweet Jesus! This bitchin’ wagon bounces
one more damned time and my belly’s goin’ to spill out dinner all
over these goddamned rocks!”

“Sure right, Reverend. This
comes close to my idea of hell.”

“If I’m goin’ to be born
again, then I surely don’t aim to visit this bitchin’ bastard
whorin’ land ever again!”

The doctor sitting next to the priest on the
seat of the rig laughed. “You believe that bein’ born again crap,
Reverend?”

The priest brushed a layer of dust from the
front of his black cutaway coat, gloomily watching it reform within
seconds. “Of course I do, Brother Mitchell. Though if you continue
to work your way through those bottles of liquor at the damned rate
you do, then I doubt you’ll live to see Fort Davidson, never mind
the bitchin’ waters of the rollin’ Pacific Ocean.”

A third voice joined the conversation, from
the inside of the wagon. A hard, flat voice, overlayed with the
crack of command.

“I’d be obliged if you
‘gentlemen’ would moderate your language in view of the fact that
my wife is riding with us.”

 The word gentlemen was heavily and ironically
stressed.

“Sorry, Colonel,” grinned
the doctor, rubbing a hand across the gray stubble on his
chin.

“I am not a colonel. I am a
captain in the Seventh Cavalry.”

“You must have seen a load
of bitchin’ … beggin’ your pardon, sir. A load of dyin’ in your
time.”

“True enough,” replied the
officer, sticking his head between the two men and viewing the
barren land about them. “More than enough.”

“And what do you feel about
the possibility of men being brought back to a new
life?”

 The captain sniffed. “Tell you, Reverend. Fact is I figure
that the only time folks gets brought back to life is when Hell
gets overcrowded.”

The doctor and the priest looked at each
other, both wondering whether to say anything in reply. Both
mulling over what they knew about the grim-faced officer in the
wagon behind them. And both of them deciding to say nothing.

 


Behind that leading wagon there came three
others. There were only two men scouting. Both riding easily a half
mile ahead of the small train, deeply involved in a conversation
about the talents of a whore from out Dallas way. There hadn’t been
any real trouble from the Indians on the trail for a long while and
neither of them expected danger. Nor were either of them paying any
attention to the strange silence around them. And the rolling
clouds that were gathering over the hills to the north.

The second wagon was driven by a stolid
half-breed from Topeka and carried a Dutch family from Pennsylvania
heading west to emigrate to Australia from San Francisco. The third
wagon belonged to a drummer from Kansas who carried stocks of
mining equipment. And last of the four wagons was driven by a
gambler from Baton Rouge. A tall cadaverous man with a white lace
shirt that wasn’t white anymore and had tom lace. He had snatched
the chance of joining the train as a driver after a
misunderstanding in a saloon over the number of aces there were
supposed to be in a pack of cards. The rest of the players shared
the old-fashioned view that there should only be four, while he had
been found with three extra aces up his sleeve.

His passengers, joining together in a
mournful version of “We will gather at the river,” were from the
same town. A town that had passed overnight from being on the edge
of the wild frontier to being a regular community with a church.
And that meant a ladies’ social vigilance group. Hard-faced women
with dry bodies and pinched mouths who wanted their town cleaned up
and their husbands and sons put out of the way of temptation.

So the whores had to go.

Packing up their frilly clothes and
high-button boots and getting out of town fast.

Seventeen souls in all.

 


“Hold up there!”

The two scouts snapped out of their ribald
talk and let their hands slip to the butts of their pistols,
squinting through the shimmering heat haze at the man sitting
easily in his horse in the middle of the trail.

“It’s an old-timer,” said
Hank Grainger, thumbing the retaining thong from across the hammer
of his hand gun.

“Could be a trick,” replied
his partner, Farley Hitchcock, taking off his hat and shading his
eyes with it.

The man ahead of them held out both hands
level with his shoulders, showing he wasn’t concealing a gun. His
mount shuffled its hooves, kicking up a veil of orange dust that
drifted about him like a veil of spun light.

“Name’s Brittles. Isaiah
Brittles. U.S. Marshal until a week ago. Now I’m heading West.
Partner died of fever a week back. Been lookin’ for some company
since. Mind if I join your train?”

“Guess not,” said Grainger,
looking at Hitchcock, who nodded his agreement.

“Sure grateful. Been seein’
smoke about the edges of the land. Could be trouble.”

“Jesus! The Mimbreños and
the other red bastards been quiet for years.”

 The old man heeled his horse forwards. “Sure. I know Indian
been tame as a dead tree for twenty years. Then one day one of ’em
has a dream about a silver buffalo and next thing you know every
white man for miles is lyin’ look at the sun from bloody sockets
and every white woman’s got her legs spread and her throat slit. No
accountin’ for it.”

Hitchcock shook his head, reaching up to
wipe a bead of sweat from his chin. “Hell! That could be bad.
Hank?”

“Yeah?”

“Figure we ought to close
on up. Split right and left. Come in for that defile ahead. Could
be half the Apache nation in those draws over yonder. Mr.
Brittles?”

The old man nodded. “Yeah?”

 “You care to ride along a ways behind the last wagon? Keep
your eyes peeled for trouble?”

“Sure thing,
boys.”

“Fine. Let’s get to
it.”

The marshal hesitated. Grainger stared at
him curiously, seeing the faded jacket, with the patch of brighter
cloth on the left breast. About the size of a lawman’s badge.

“What is it?”

Brittles cleared his throat and spat in the
dust. “One other thing. You noticed the way the clouds are sittin’
over that way?”

“What about it? Could be a
bit of a storm.”

“Sure could. But there
ain’t no birds for miles. Fact is you and your wagons are the first
life I seen for more than half a day. Could be a mighty bad storm.
That’s another reason for closing everyone up.

For the first time the two scouts realized
the old-timer was telling it how it was. The desert land was
silent, with just the humming of the wind, and the shifting of the
millions upon millions of grains of sand against each other.

Grainger spoke first. “Could be right. Come
on with us, Mr. Brittles, and we’ll introduce you to the folks.
Then we’ll make for that arroyo there for some shelter. That seem a
good idea?”

The marshal grinned, feeling the uncertainty
in the younger man’s voice. The desire for reassurance.

“It’ll do.” A long pause.
“Until something better comes along … it’ll do.”

 


At the signal from their scouts, the drivers
of the wagons eased forwards into a tight group. Looking at each
other to try and figure what was happening. Looking around them at
the bowl of cliffs, seeing the trail vanish into the shadows of a
narrow valley ahead of them. Maybe a quarter mile away. Pointing at
the darkening of the sky to the north, where the thick clouds
seethed and jostled each other, seeking to fill the heavens with
their black mystery.

“This here’s a fellow’s
goin’ to join us!” yelled Hank Grainger.

“Name’s Isaiah Brittles,
lately marshal of the United States of America.” The old man took
off his low-brimmed black hat and waved it to the company,
revealing a fringe of white hair surrounding a bald expanse of
scalp.

“On the left’s a sharp
called Duquesne. Driving a rig full of four whores from a township
called Demi-Paradise. Thirty miles back east. Fat yellow girl’s
called Sue and she’s the boss-lady. Little nigra’s called Velvet
Ass Molly. One in the hat’s the Wyoming Mare. Fourth one’s
Glass-Eye Rose. She’s a real stormer.”

“Sure is, Marshal,”
sniggered Farley. “But Sue’s the best. Like ridin’ a panther in a
thunderstorm. Claims she gets two ups to your one down.”

“Mighty handsome,”
commented the old man, smiling at the girls. “Two things a man my
age needs.”

“What’s them?”

“Pot-bellied stove and a
warm-bellied woman.”

The scouts roared appreciatively at his
joke.

“Second rig there’s driven
by Andy Carson. Guts as big as Arizona Territory and a heart like a
brass pin point. Buy your grandma’s tits if he could sell them
again for a profit.”

Grainger pointed to the next wagon along the
row. “Driver’s a breed called Blue. Talks about as much as a Boot
Hill marker. Got a family of Hollanders in it. Pa, Ma and three
little ones. They get on well with Blue. Speak as much English as
you could write on a whore’s heart.”

Brittles waved at the stolid faces that
peered out at him from under the canvas awning of the wagon. Seeing
it flap and creak in the rising wind.

“That looks to me like old
Doc Mitchell,” he said, grinning at a face on the last
wagon.

“Howdy-do, Ike,” bellowed
the doctor, smiling a toothy smile. “Got a little of the poison
that does you no good in here, if’n you’ve a mind to drop by for a
snort a whiles later on?”

“I might just take you up
on that, Doc,” replied the marshal.

“That’s a fine party there.
One christens ’em. Doc heals ’em, and the soldier boy kills ’em
off.”

“He’s a priest?”

“Sure. Reverend
Sheldon. Says he’s still a man of the cloth,” laughed Hitchcock. “I figure
he’s travelin’ light and fast. Heard a whisper about little gals
and kneelin’ down with them but not to pray.”

“Who’s the soldier?”
Brittles walked his horse nearer to the last wagon, peering into
the shadowy interior where he could see the pale blurs of two
faces, just visible behind the figures of the doctor and the
priest.

“Captain in the Cavalry.
And his wife. She’s real pretty, Mr. Brittles. Far gone with child.
Makin’ it to the new Fort Davidson to have it.”

“Hello there,” said the old
man, conversationally. “Name’s Isaiah Brittles. Figure you might
know my brother, Captain?”

The two men on the seat moved sideways as
they were pushed apart by a broad-shouldered man in the dark blue
uniform of the cavalry, the gold of his buttons gleaming in the
diffused light of the sun.

“Would that be old Nathan
Brittles? Your brother, Sir?”

“Surely would,
Captain.”

“I met him. Two, maybe
three times. Hell of a man. Loved by his troops.”

The marshal noticed that it was said with a
faint note of wonderment, and even of distaste, as if the officer
didn’t approve of being popular with the men.

“I ain’t seen him in a
coon’s age.”

“Last time I seen him he
was up north. Had a galloper with him who I wanted busted down. Reb
with a smart smile and a tongue too fast for his own good. Kept
saying his daddy didn’t raise him to give advice to Yankee
officers.”

The memory had brought a flush of anger to
the face of the captain. A heavy, handsome face, with high color at
the cheeks. Brittles suddenly thought that he would be a bad man to
cross.

“Well, I’m pleased to meet
you …”

The older man waited for the soldier to tell
him his name, but for some reason he didn’t. Nodding tersely and
preparing to disappear again into the interior of the wagon.

“I didn’t catch your name,
Captain? And I believe your wife is with you.”

“She is. But Caroline is
unwell.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Think nothing of it, Mr.
Brittles. And my name is Pinner. Captain Cyrus Pinner of the
Seventh.”

It was said with the sort of bravado that
seemed to expect a reaction. The soldier wasn’t disappointed.

“Pinner!”

“Yes.”

The old lawman wrinkled his eyes like he was
looking for a solution to a mystery that lay a long ways off.

“Captain Pinner of the
Seventh? You surely must be the one who’s got …”

“Yes.”

Hitchcock looked puzzled. “What the hell’s
goin’ on here? Is there some kind of secret we been left out
of?”

Brittles shook his head. “No. Not really.
But I surely am surprised that you two lived around the Southwest
here and never heard of old Golden Knife.”

“Cuchillo Oro,” said
Grainger. A sudden light dawned in his eyes. “Goddamn! Son of a
damned bitch. Of course. Cuchillo Oro’s called Pinner’s Indian. And
you’re Pinner. Never put the two and the two together.”

The priest on the seat raised a hand. “Could
you perhaps tell the rest of us what is going on? I have never
heard of Captain Pinner or his Indian.”

Brittles chuckled. “You goin to tell ’em,
Captain? Or shall I do it?”

Pinner scowled at him. “Since you know so
damned much, you blabbering old fool, you can spill them the rest
of the beans.”

“Sure thing,” said
Brittles, unruffled by the officer’s hostility. “Captain here used
to have a fine knife of gold. Gold as a girl’s hair or Kansas
wheat. Then this Apache buck took it. Though there’s some as says
it was his all the way along the line.”

“That’s a damned
lie!”

“Surely,” said Brittles,
winking at the rest of the listeners. “Two sides to every story and
two slopes to every hill, Captain. Then there was some fightin’
ways up around Fort Davidson. Powerful lot of killin’ done.
Mimbreños and whites both. Cuchillo lost his wife and baby. He’s
been runnin’ and hidin’ and butcherin’ ever since. And Captain
Cyrus Pinner here’s been after him for … how long is it now,
Captain?”

“Too damned long, Brittles.
But one day I’ll get that red bastard. One day.”

They heard the sound of his wife’s voice and
the angry snap of Pinner’s reply.

“You seen him at your
wedding. That’s the way I got to hear of it, Captain,” prompted the
ex-marshal, enjoying the success he was having with his
baiting.

“That’s so. But that was
damned near nine months ago. Tyler Creek, New Mexico. Threatened my
wife and me. I’d have killed him then and there if the interfering
bastard of a lawman hadn’t saved him.”

“Way I heard it, the
sheriff of Tyler Creek stopped you gunning the Apache down in cold
blood after he’d saved a lot of people’s lives.”

Pinner didn’t reply, remaining half in and
half out of the wagon, not facing the marshal.

“And I heard ’bout a reward
for Cuchillo Oro.”

Hitchcock spurred nearer. “Yeah,” he said,
excitedly. “I heard that. Five hundred dollars for the knife back
and a thousand for the Indian. Dead or alive.”

The black clouds were racing toward the line
of wagons from the north, covering most of the sky, easing in
toward the misty brass circle of the sun, throwing the nearby hills
into deep pits of shade.

But nobody noticed, all fascinated by the
story that Brittles was telling them. And by the cavalry officer’s
reaction to that story.

“No!”
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