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You don’t cross Clint Savage
if you want to go on living.

Savage’s Colts roared, and he got
three or four shots away before the return fire lashed back at him,
sending him into a headlong dive that skinned his elbows and made
him drop one gun.

Sprawled on his belly, he listened
to the rattle of gunfire and the whine of the ricochets as lead
zipped overhead.

The gunfire faded, and as quickly as
it had come, the formidable procession swept away between the
buttes.

With his chin resting on his fist,
Savage watched the dust climb and slowly fade in the heated
air.

He began thinking of
death.

Not his.

Theirs.
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Chapter One – The Outriders

 


SAVAGE WAS
IN bad shape.

His borrowed horse was dead, his
canteen was empty, and there was nothing but the shimmering,
heat-stricken desert all around him.

Not to mention the sun
...

It hung in the bleached-out sky
like a furnace and was unlike any heat he’d ever known.

It could sap the juices and crush
the spirit of most men ... but Savage was different. If there were
qualities the tall man with the lumberjack’s shoulders had in
abundance, it was spirit, grit, and guts. And he needed them all
now.

His cracked and broken boots
carried him across a saltpan and up a slope of gravel where the
skeletal remains of a Gila monster lay baked on the hard-packed
ground. Then he was in the sandhills again, and they were rolling
away like the waves of a sinister, golden ocean.

Lifting red-rimmed eyes, Savage saw
the sand rise and flow into the graceful line of a naked hip and
thigh. There it crested and dipped over the mound of a smooth
belly, swelled again in the silken contour of a curved ribcage and
a gigantic breast ...

Savage shook his head. He knew the
signs.

When the mirages began, you were in
deep trouble.

He still had the strength to grin
as he trudged on. They said that what a man saw in these mirages
was what he desired most. Other men in his position might see
crystal lakes and burbling streams, but Savage only saw women. And
they were no ordinary females. His women were carnal and erotic
creatures. He was sure that they would soon begin calling to him,
reminding him of what he would leave behind if he
succumbed.

Savage didn’t want to leave any of
them behind. Not the painted whores, the wholesome farmland
housewives or the elegant ladies. Especially the ladies.

As this lover of lovely women well knew, real
ladies were the best lovers of all.

“Enough!” he told himself, and his
deep voice seemed a whisper in the smothering heat. “It’s enough
without that, Savage. Think of somethin’ sensible ...”

He started to laugh as his thoughts
took quirky directions. He saw visions of dowdy spinsters and
thin-lipped dowagers, all clad in ‘sensible’ clothes and
thick-soled boots. He licked his cracked lips and squinted ahead.
The sun was beginning its long, slow slide down the western sky.
There was still nothing to see. He had walked a long way in the two
days since the horse broke its leg and had to be shot. For all the
good it had done, he might just as well have saved his blistered
feet.

It was plain now that his decision to take a
shortcut from Blakewell to Bright’s City had been a poor
one.

There had been reasons, of course.

He was scheduled to meet a ‘friend’
in Bright’s who was hatching a deal. An even more pressing reason
was the Blakewell posse, led by a certain red-faced officer of the
law ...

Sheriff Parlee was a sore loser.
He’d cheated at poker, but when Savage cheated right back and
cleaned him out, he got riled. The chase had begun after the lawman
tried to arrest him ... and was knocked cold for his
trouble.

The posse called it quits as soon as Savage
hit the desert. That, he supposed grimly, showed how smart they
were.

Savage fell.

He didn’t see what tripped him, but
suddenly he was on his hands and knees, staring straight at an
incredibly ugly little lizard.

The reptile hissed; it didn’t like him
either.

On his feet again, Savage had to
admit that his pace was slowing. His head throbbed, and the hollow
feeling in his gut was turning to an ache.

He had a belated thought. He could
have shot the lizard and eaten it. But what would have been left of
a pint-sized critter like that once it caught a .45
slug?

Savage fingered his guns. They had
pulled him out of many a hole in the past, but now the weapons were
just an added weight in the empty desert.

The day wore on.

He was stumbling badly when he
noticed that the land was changing. Dunes had given way to hard,
shale-backed ridges and twisted arroyos. Far ahead were towering
monuments of stone, buttes and mesas rising into the
sky.

Something stirred in Savage’s barrel chest,
and its name was hope.

The change in the landscape could
mean almost anything: cattle country, a ranch, a river or just more
desolation.

His last two images had been about
water, not women. That went to show, he guessed, that when it came
down to the hard nub of things, all men were the same.

Before the hour was out, he was
deep in a strange valley. It was very different from the desert,
but there was still no sign of water, vegetation or life. He
finally trudged into some shade and lurched to a halt against a
yellow slab of rock.

He felt his strength leave him in a
rush. He had pushed his body to the limit, and now it’d had enough.
His legs trembled with fatigue and his throat felt like a rusted
pipe. He was amazed at the effort required to simply lift an arm
and push his hat back from his broad forehead. The eyes that
surveyed his surroundings were empty and bitter. He had never
expected it would end like this.

Looking back on his life, it seemed
that people had been trying to kill him ever since he got his first
pair of long pants: gray-garbed Rebels during his years in the
Union Army, slick-handed gambling dudes who took exception to the
way he played cards; gunfighters out for a score ... but mainly
husbands, fathers or brothers of women he was supposed to have
wronged.

He wished now that he had not
guarded his life so zealously. Surely getting blown away by some
enraged husband would have been better than dying of thirst alone
in this silent desert.

He sat on his haunches and took out his
battered cigar case.

Just two left.

He selected one and set it alight.

The smoke felt like hell on his
parched throat but it was like heaven when it hit his lungs. So
much for his vision of old age, he mused. He had always pictured
himself as a gray, gaunt man puffing on a stogie and thinking about
the wild times of his youth.

Visions of an elderly Savage ...
scarred by excess and happy about it ... faded suddenly as he heard
the sound.

At first it was nothing more than a
muted trembling in the lifeless air, a murmuring that was distant
and indefinable, but sufficiently out of place to bring Savage to
his feet.

What the hell was it?

The sound faded, and Savage
wondered if it had been imagination. A mirage of the
ears?

Then it came again, stronger and
louder this time. It was a low rumbling to the northeast,
punctuated by sharper sounds that Savage finally identified as
hoofbeats.

Savage’s legs were rubbery as he
took his first, weary step out of the shade and back into the sun.
Far out across the valley, a haze of gray dust was moving towards
him.

Just ahead of the dust he thought he saw two
horsemen.

When Savage permitted himself the
ghost of a grin, his cracked lip began to bleed.

Another pair of riders came into
sight. They were about fifty yards behind the front-runners, and
Savage caught the glint of sunlight on rifles.

Then he saw the coach.

At first he figured it was a stage,
moving fast and drawn by six big horses. But as he stumbled towards
the rutted trail, he realized that it was unlike any stage he had
ever seen.

It had no windows and was made of
metal. There was a squat turret on the roof and something that
looked like the barrel of a very big gun.

Savage’s unsteady steps slowed.
Heavy wheels were churning up billows of dust, and the rumbling
that had first attracted his attention was louder. The vehicle
lurched as it struck a deep rut, shaking the driver and gun guard
on the high seat.

He stopped dead and stared.

Behind the strange apparition,
riding two abreast with rifles resting across their saddle pommels,
were another six riders.

Maybe Savage’s brain was not
operating at peak efficiency right at that moment, but he knew an
armored wagon when he saw one. It was a vision straight out of the
bloody days of North versus South.

He didn’t care if it was the
President on his way to California or the Queen of Sheba. He was
one used-up drifter who needed help in the worst way.

“Hey!” he bellowed, waving his
hat. “Over here!”

They clearly saw him for he was
less than a hundred yards from the trail. The outriders looked his
way and the driver swung his whip over the backs of his sweating
team to send them along at an even faster clip.

They had no intention of stopping.

Anger and disbelief gripped Savage
as he again lurched to a halt. He just didn’t have the strength to
take another step.

Didn’t they understand? Couldn’t they see he
was done in?

“Hold on!” he roared, swinging his
hat again. Then, “Water! No horse! No water!”

The lead riders were almost beside
him now, and he caught their hard, suspicious glances. The gun
guard on the box seat had his shotgun angled straight at him. The
riders coming behind the wagon stared across at him through the
dust.

And still no sign of reducing
speed.

Savage found himself running. He’d
thought he couldn’t do it, but anger and desperation gave him
strength from somewhere and he was soon charging forward in his
crumbling boots.

“Stop!” he roared, his voice
rasping in his dry throat.

Gunsmoke puffed, and he heard the
slug whine overhead. He stopped as though he had hit an invisible
wall. His jaw dropped in pure disbelief.

As he stared, another outrider
lifted his rifle to his shoulder and touched off a shot that kicked
up dirt a few feet to his left.

For a long moment, Savage did
nothing at all. The armor-plated wagon was directly in front of him
now, and he saw things about it that he’d not seen before. There
were several dark slits in the metal flank that could only be gun
ports. And the weapon protruding from the turret was a
Gatling.

Savage drew his Colts.

It might not have been a prudent thing to do,
but it was an impulsive response to something he couldn’t
understand and refused to accept.

“Stop, you bastards!”

They didn’t hear.

Savage’s Colts roared, and he got
three or four shots away before the return fire lashed back at him,
sending him into a headlong dive that skinned his elbows and made
him drop one gun.

Sprawled on his belly, he listened
to the rattle of gunfire and the whine of the ricochets as lead
zipped overhead.

The gunfire faded, and as quickly as it had
come, the formidable procession swept away between the
buttes.

With his chin resting on his fist,
Savage watched the dust climb and slowly fade in the heated
air.

He began thinking of death.

Not his ... theirs!

 


There were plenty of Mexicans
around Bright’s City, but the two lounging at the saloon bar that
night drew a certain amount of attention. They were strangers for
one thing, and they just didn’t look like the usual
South-of-the-Border citizens.

The older man was so skinny he
could have blown away in a puff of wind, and as bucktoothed as a
jackrabbit. His companion was slender, elegant in a flash way and
downright handsome.

They finished their drinks as they
quizzed the bartender about a man they were supposed to be meeting;
a big, broad-shouldered gringo by the name of Savage.

The barman sucked one end of his mustache and
then he shook his head.

“Nope, ain’t sighted nobody
answerin’ that description. You fellers want another?”

Yaqui Joe spun a coin on the bar
and gave his young companion a worried look.

“I do not like this one bit,
cousin,” he said. “He should have been here days ago.”

Gallardo shrugged as he leaned an
elbow on the bar and gazed at himself in the mirror.

“I do not worry, Yaqui. From all
you have told me of your companero, he can look after
himself.”

Yaqui Joe picked up his glass with
his right hand and used the left to scratch his ribs. He did a lot
of scratching, mainly because he never washed. He didn’t smell any
too good as a result, but the other drinkers didn’t seem to notice.
More than likely, the rank odor of unwashed horse thief was
effectively masked by the scent of the stuff Gallardo rubbed into
his slicked-back hair.

Although related by blood, the
cousins had little in common beyond a passion for horses and an
ambition to make money. For the time being at least, that was more
than enough to keep them together.

The batwings swung inwards and a
noisy bunch pushed their way to the bar. Every one of them showed
the dusty signs of hard travel. They were heavily armed and carried
themselves with swaggering confidence. All wore similar brown
shirts, giving them the suggestion of a military look.

The two Mexicans watched in silence
as the men ordered beers and noted that they were treated with
respect by both the bartender and the saloon regulars.

As the barkeep plonked the drinks on the bar,
he asked, “Brung in another shipment, did you, Hogan?”

“Keerect,” answered a hard-faced
man with a thin black mustache.

“No troubles?”

Hogan laughed. “We never have
trouble, mister. Not no more, we don’t.”

“Well, that ain’t altogether
true,” said another newcomer. “I mean, that joker could have been
trouble, couldn’t he?”

“Mebbe,” Hogan admitted with
another laugh. “But he never got the chance, now, did
he?”

Yaqui Joe lost interest and was turning back
to Gallardo when another man spoke up.

“Kinda strange, that pilgrim
bobbin’ up out of nowhere like he did, wasn’t it? I mean, what
would he be doin’ out there in the desert, alone and on
foot?”

“I got a damn good notion what he
could have been doin’, boy,” Hogan growled, wiping beer froth from
his mustache. “Tryin’ to trick us into stoppin’ so mebbe his bunch
could jump us. That’s about the only thing that makes sense ... and
it’s why we opened up on him.”

Another man grinned. “He sure as
hell moved fast when we cut loose, didn’t he?”

“Wouldn’t you?” somebody said.
“Anyway, he asked for it, openin’ fire on us the way he
did.”

“I thought he was some kind of
Injun when I first sighted him,” Hogan said, “when I seen that
feather in his hat. But he was a white man, all right, and he
looked like a bad one to me.”

“Feather!”

It was Yaqui Joe who repeated the
word.

“What’d you say, Mex?” Hogan
asked.

“This man,” Yaqui Joe said, “was
he a big man with the black mustache and a black shirt?”

“Yeah,” Hogan allowed. “That was
him all right. You know this joker?”

“Maybe,” Yaqui Joe replied
warily.

Having traveled the West with Clint
Savage for some time, he knew the risks. Savage had a talent for
getting into trouble and making enemies.

Despite his caution, Yaqui Joe had to know
more. “Where did you see this hombre, amigo?”

“Rimrock Valley,” Hogan said,
running his eyes over Gallardo. “We were bringin’ in a gold
shipment from the Lost Frenchman Mine when this jasper tried to
stop us.”

“You say he was on foot?” Gallardo
asked.

“Yeah, and actin’ mighty
suspicious,” grated the man on Hogan’s right. “Just like you jokers
are, with you askin’ so many questions ...”

Gallardo couldn’t understand why
Yaqui Joe suddenly grabbed him by the elbow and ushered him out
with their drinks still unfinished. Cousin Gallardo was fresh out
of Sonora, and Yaqui Joe had been in the States a long time and
knew the gringo’s ways. Yaqui Joe knew from experience
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