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Wells Fargo’s top detective,
Clay Nash, was transporting a wounded outlaw to San Antonio when he
came across the town of Saguaro Flats. Immediately he sensed that
the town was hiding a sinister secret. Marshal Mace Tanner ran
things with a firm hand, and was not above cold-blooded murder when
it suited him. That put him and Clay at loggerheads straight
away.

Clay suspected that the town
was involved in the smuggling of impoverished Mexicans across the
Rio Grande, where wealthy cattle barons could exploit them as cheap
labor. Before he could do anything about it, however, he had to
prove it.

Technically, it wasn’t any
of Clay’s business. But he’d just helped two Mexicans, Manuel and
Rosa Alvarez, to cross the big river into the United States, and he
hated like hell to think that he might have inadvertently condemned
them to a life of pain, misery, starvation and ultimately …
death.
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One – The Big River

 


When Laredo Pitt and his pair of wild men
came for Clay Nash, he was ready for them.

They hit him in the arroyo beneath the Mesa
of the Bleached Skull, realizing too late that he was almost
against the mesa wall and they could take him only from the front.
Which meant getting shot to pieces, for Nash was no slouch when it
came to a shootout. He hadn’t become Wells Fargo’s top investigator
through intelligence alone; he was also one of the best with gun,
rope, knife and fists. Not to mention tracking and
horsemanship.

The three outlaws soon saw that they had
bitten off more than they could chew in trying to take a man like
Nash in this remote, sun-parched corner of Mexico. But nothing
could have stopped it. They had started their initial run and there
was no turning back. It came down to a simple case of kill or be
killed.

The three rode in with their rifles
blazing, charging into Nash’s campsite and shooting into the
bedroll which flicked away to reveal brush and the war bag that had
been stuffed under the blankets to resemble a man’s sleeping body.
Laredo Pitt was the first to veer away, wrenching his mount’s head
around and spurring out of the confines of the camp, eyes darting
around the mesa in search of Nash’s hiding place. The other two
outlaws were slower in their reactions and skidded their mounts to
sand-showering stops as they glanced around in
bewilderment.

A heavy-caliber rifle boomed from the shadow
of the mesa and one of the outlaws was slammed out of the saddle as
if jerked by an invisible wire. He managed a coughing grunt before
he hit the ground in a cloud of dust and then his skittering horse
crashed into his companion’s mount, almost knocking it off its
feet. The man fought the whickering, wild-eyed animal, wrenched its
head around and spurred out of the camp.

He hipped around in the saddle and whipped
up his rifle as he caught a blur of movement out of the corner of
his eye on a ledge slightly above the camp. He was too late. The
sun flashed down the blued steel barrel of Nash’s Winchester a
moment before his finger caressed the trigger. The stock of the big
gun bucked against his shoulder and the outlaw was blasted from the
saddle, his rifle flying. Stumbling erect, he clutched at his
bloody side and weaved his way towards sheltering rocks, fumbling
at his six-gun. He threw himself between boulders as Nash’s rifle
thundered again and lead gouged a furrow in the sandstone. Gasping,
the man got to his knees and started to bring up his Colt. Nash’s
Winchester crashed again and the man went over backwards, his face
a mask of blood, bits of his brain splattered over the side of a
boulder.

Laredo Pitt wheeled his mount around some
fifty yards away and shook his fist at Nash, fury in his eyes.

“Damn you, Nash!” he roared. “That was my
kid brother!”

With a howling curse he spurred his mount
forward, jerking his rifle up one-handed, his fingers through the
lever, using the gun’s own weight to jack a fresh cartridge into
the breech. He fired and repeated the motions with the lever as he
raced his horse towards the mesa.

Nash got up from behind the sheltering
rocks, a tall, rangy man in whipcord pants and a sweat-stained
cotton shirt beneath a faded corduroy jacket which was protection
against the blistering wind. His skin was burned a mahogany hue
from sun and weather and his face was wolf-lean. He lifted the
Winchester almost casually to his shoulder and sighted down the
twenty-eight-inch barrel as Pitt came at him, rifle to his shoulder
now as he used the pressure of his knees to stay on his racing
mount. His rifle cracked and whiplashed, sending lead all around
Nash.

The Wells Fargo man didn’t flinch. He coolly
beaded his target and squeezed off a shot just as Pitt’s rifle
hammer clicked on an empty chamber. The big gun rode up in recoil
and Laredo Pitt’s horse’s front legs caved in and the animal went
down, somersaulting and catapulting the outlaw out of the saddle.
Pitt hit the ground hard on one shoulder and skidded through the
sand in a cloud of dust.

Winded, he lay still for a moment, then he
grunted a curse and reached for his Colt. It had fallen from his
holster. He spotted it ten feet away and threw himself at it, right
arm stretched out, his fingers scrabbling to close over the butt.
Nash leapt down from the ledge and landed a few feet from Pitt. He
took one long step and slammed a boot heel down on Pitt’s hand. The
outlaw bared his teeth and cried out, swearing as he tried to free
his hand from under Nash’s boot.

He stopped struggling when the hot muzzle of
the Wells Fargo man’s rifle was pushed into his neck. He froze,
moving only his cold, angry eyes to stare up at Nash as the Wells
Fargo man slowly shook his head.

“Let it go, Laredo,” Nash said in a deep
voice made harsh by all the alkali dust he had swallowed during the
past three days.

Pitt snarled and made another attempt to
free his hand. Nash increased the pressure of his boot and the
outlaw sobbed in pain. The rifle muzzle shifted and was pressed
against Laredo’s right kneecap. The man sucked in his breath
sharply, fear glistening in his eyes.

“I need you alive right now, Laredo,” Nash
said without emotion, “but nowhere does it say that I have to take
you back in perfect condition. I could put that kneecap of yours
clear up on top of the mesa with just a tickle of the trigger.”

Pitt was frozen, his beard-stubbled face
pasty yellow beneath the dirt of many trails. “Don’t, Nash,” he
pleaded in a surprisingly quiet voice, with just the suggestion of
a tremor in the words.

Nash shrugged. “You might be crippled,
Laredo, but they’ll get you patched up so’s you can hobble to the
gallows.”

Fury replaced the fear in Pitt’s twisted
face. “All right! You got me! You son of a bitch, Nash, you got me!
Let it stay at that, huh?”

Nash kept the rifle pressed against Pitt’s
knee as he lifted his boot. When the outlaw snatched his hand
against his chest, massaging it, the Wells Fargo operative kicked
the six-gun well out of reach. Only then did he step back, keeping
the rifle trained on Pitt’s sprawled figure.

“Kind of stupid of you, Laredo.” Nash jerked
his head at the bullet-riddled bedroll. “How’d you get so old
without learnin’ that trick?”

Pitt’s lips compressed. “Didn’ know it was
you or I’d’ve been expectin’ somethin’ tricky. One of my men
spotted you. You were too far off to recognize, but we figured you
were a lawman or a Wells Fargo agent. I just didn’t think the stage
robbery was big enough for Hume to put his top man on it.”

Nash smiled thinly. “Guess you just ran into
bad luck, Laredo. I was in El Paso at the time, the closest agent,
so Hume swung me onto it.”

The Wells Fargo man backed to where Pitt’s
dead horse lay. He held the rifle one-handed while he knelt and
untied the saddlebags. He hefted them, frowned a little, then
placed them on a rock. Pitt watched silently as Nash fumbled at the
buckles and finally got the bags unstrapped and open. He spilled
the contents onto the flat rock.

Two leather pouches of gold coins, a canvas
sack of silver dollars, some railroad car seals, crumbs from old
grub supplies, and a clasp knife with one horn handle missing. Nash
pursed his lips and sat down on the rock beside the loot.

“Three bags of silver dollars and one of
gold are missin’.”

Pitt said nothing. But he yelled and jumped
a foot in the air when Nash’s rifle boomed and lead kicked grit
into his face. The outlaw crouched, wide-eyed and apprehensive.
Nash levered a fresh cartridge into the breech and stared long and
hard into Pitt’s eyes. Then he lifted the rifle and sighted. Pitt
froze as he looked into the bore, but a moment later a smile pulled
his lips back from stained teeth.

“You want me alive, you said.”

The rifle boomed and Pitt spun away. Shocked
white and shaking, he lifted a trembling hand to an ear that was
spurting blood from a torn lobe. His neck glistened redly as he
stared at Nash. He watched in fascinated horror as the Wells Fargo
man jacked in another shell.

“We—we already divvied up!” Pitt
almost shouted, his breath hissing out through flared nostrils as
the rifle barrel lowered slightly. “Mungo and English pulled up
stakes yesterday evenin’. You must’ve seen their tracks back there
at the salt pan. They headed down to Durango. Rest of us figured to
ride on to Sonora where we all got señoritas waitin’. That’s
gospel, Nash.”

“If it is,” Nash replied, staring steadily
at his prisoner, “then Billy-Joe’s and McCracken’s saddlebags ought
to have their shares. Right?”

Pitt swallowed hard, still staring into the
yawning rifle barrel. He nodded.

Nash walked across to one of the dead men’s
mounts. The horse stood with pricked ears and trailing reins. It
was wary of him but he spoke soothingly to it and got the
saddlebags off its back. He opened them and found a bag of silver
dollars with a handful of gold double eagles mixed in. Pitt
breathed audibly in relief.

“Took the lion’s share for yourself, as
usual, I see, Laredo.”

Pitt shrugged. “I planned it, didn’t I?” He
held a balled-up neckerchief against his bleeding ear, watching
Nash’s every move.

Nash whistled through his teeth suddenly and
his mount, a dusty buckskin, trotted out from behind rocks where he
had left it. He stuffed the stagecoach loot in his saddlebags and
took out a set of manacles, smiling thinly as he saw Pitt
stiffen.

“Hold out your hands, Laredo.”

“You ain’t puttin’ them things on me!”

“I am. Easy or hard. Take your pick.”

Pitt glared up at him and suddenly launched
himself at Nash’s legs. The Wells Fargo man stepped back and calmly
kicked Laredo Pitt in the head. For good measure he slammed him
over the skull with the heavy rifle barrel. Pitt sprawled on his
face at Nash’s feet. The agent snapped the manacles on his wrists
and turned the key in the iron cuffs. Then he dragged Pitt to a
rock in the shade and propped him up.

Pitt soon came out of it, groaning and
mumbling, blinked his pain-filled eyes open to stare at Nash
sitting on a rock opposite, smoking, his rifle beside him, his
right hand seldom more than a few inches away.

“Found the other man’s share in
his saddlebags, Laredo. I’ve finished with him and his pard. You
can bury ’em before we head out.”

Pitt glared, his eyes still slightly glazed
with pain. “Head out where?”

“I told you. The gallows is waiting for
you.”

“Aw, hell, Nash, you ain’t really gonna take
me all that way back, are you? It wasn’t that much of a robbery. No
more’n mebbe two thousand.”

“If it was two dollars you’d still go back
to hang, Laredo. You have a short memory. You killed the shotgun
guard, winged the driver, and you stole from the Company. We don’t
let anyone get away with that kind of thing, as even you should
know.”

“Hell! I didn’t shoot that guard! It—it was
Monte! Yeah, Monte, and there he is lyin’ over there, dead as my
bronc! So you got your murderer, Nash.”

“Mebbe Monte pulled the trigger and mebbe
not. No matter, Laredo. You were there. So you’re going back to the
gallows. And then I’ll come back here and round up Mungo and
English and whatever they’ve got left of their share. We don’t give
up easy. Thought you knew that.”

Pitt ran a tongue over his lips. “Look, man,
we’re in Mexico now, damn it! You don’t have any jurisdiction
here!”

Nash smiled. “So sue me.”

Pitt swore. “Judas, man, you could hold back
on the dinero you hand over I’d keep my mouth shut. You could say
you never found any gold, only the silver dollars. There’s five
hundred bucks in double eagles in the leather pouches. What do you
say, Nash? Buy you a lot of fun along the border. And I’d be far,
far south in Mexico so’s you wouldn’t have any worry I’d ever let
slip that you took gold from me. No skin off your nose.”

Nash sighed and rose, flicking his cigarette
so it hit Pitt in the chest. The outlaw’s face tightened as Nash
stood over him and nudged him with the rifle, tapping the barrel
against the chain of the manacles.

“You’ll be able to dig well enough with them
on. Cave in that cutbank over your pards, then you can climb aboard
one of the horses and we’ll head north. Ought to make the big river
in three days or so.”

Laredo Pitt’s face was ugly as he lumbered
awkwardly to his feet. He stood glaring at Nash, his big
hard-clenched fists linked by the manacle chain. His chest heaved
with emotion. His mouth twisted and he spat at Nash’s feet. Then he
stumbled to the nearest dead outlaw, grabbed him by the shirt
collar and dragged his body over to the cutbank.

Nash watched expressionlessly, wondering how
much trouble he’d have with Pitt before he got the man back across
the Rio. Plenty, he thought.


 


 


Two – Wetbacks

 


It was close to sundown on the third day and
they still weren’t within sight of the big river.

Pitt, of course, had pulled every trick in
his bag in an effort to delay their reaching the Rio Grande. Nash
had patiently allowed the man to get it out of his system, at the
same time letting him know that he was aware of what the outlaw was
doing. He pushed on. When Pitt was swaying in the saddle with
fatigue after the hellish second day in the blazing sun on the salt
pans, and he was almost ready to drop himself, the Wells Fargo man
forced the pace for another few hours into the coolness of evening.
When he finally let Pitt climb down, he made the man gather
firewood and do other camp chores.

Laredo Pitt’s long hatred for Nash had
been compounded when the Wells Fargo agent shot dead his younger
brother Billy-Joe, back at the Mesa of the Bleached Skull. Now he
was ready to kill Nash with nothing but his bare hands, at whatever
risk to himself.

They topped a ridge and squinted into the
setting sun, looking for the flash of light that would indicate the
big river, but there was only parched, shimmering wasteland full of
rocks that were hot to the touch but would grow cold when the chill
of night descended.

Pitt bared his teeth at Nash. “Could be that
you’re off course.”

Nash said nothing. He freed a boot from the
stirrup and kicked it into the side of Pitt’s horse. The startled
animal gave a whimper of surprise and then started down the steep
trail. The outlaw cursed as he snatched at the jerking saddlehorn
with his manacled hands. Nash rode close behind and they reached
the plain in less than an hour. By then long shadows were streaking
towards them from the hills.

Down here, now that the heat-shimmer was
easing and the glare of the sun was gone, they could see that what
had appeared to be flat land was in reality full of hollows and
rises.

It was in one of the hollows that they came
upon the Mexican couple.

The man and woman were in trouble. Their
high-sided two-wheeled cart was stuck in the sand. It was loaded
with probably all their possessions, including a rocking chair and
a scratched but still elegant spinet. A dismantled spinning wheel
rested on a pile of coarse fleece that had been shorn from the
hardy plains sheep common to this part of Mexico.

The man was about forty, Nash judged. He
was of average height for a Mexican, slim but muscular, and had the
look of a man who was used to hard work and didn’t mind it. The
woman was younger, perhaps in her late twenties, a fine figure of a
woman. She watched them with suspicious, glistening dark eyes set
wide apart in her golden oval of a face. She wore
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