
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_e1b56e2a029d041a2e1211bccb74e23f_8Kkx3d_html_3d91dda4.jpg]



A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR

 


Writing as Frederick H. Christian his works
are based upon characters created by Oliver Strange. He wanted to
stay true to the original books and its author, Oliver Strange.

In that respect, the language and spelling
may appear to be incorrect. For example, the use of the word “yu”
instead of “you” or “shore” for “sure” or “wuss” for “worse” is
deliberate.

So please, dear reader, do not think that
these are errors in the proof reading process when a book is
scanned from the original source.

 



Chapter One

Apaches!

They came out of the arroyo where they had
lain silent throughout the desert night, the faint grey light of
dawn revealing them: swift-moving, crouching figures moving with
deadly purpose across the deserted ranch yard, to catch the
sleeping house unawares. The cook, bustling about his early-morning
chores behind the kitchen saw them, and screamed just once before
he fell, gutted by the swift sweep of a razor-sharp knife.

The Chiricahuas were everywhere, running flat
out now across the open space before the house, their thin screams
harsh and unearthly in the chill dawn, echoing from the thick adobe
walls.

Old Larrabee, the stove-up horse wrangler,
had been up early. Seeing them as he ambled down towards the
corral, hearing them coming, he grabbed his Winchester and ran to
meet them, pumping slugs into the breech and firing as he ran,
yelling at the top of his voice for help from the hands in the
bunkhouse. His first shot cartwheeled one of the Apaches off his
feet, his second smashed another sideways in the dirt; the third
shot caught one in the thigh, slewing him around screeching in
agony; and then they were on Larrabee. The long knives rose and
fell and the dust fogged high over the heaving piles of bodies as
the other warriors ran around it without breaking their stride.

The five riders in the bunkhouse had
awakened to the sound of shouting and the explosion of shots. They
spilled out of bed with their guns in their hands; there was only
one explanation for such noises. They came piling out of the
bunkhouse door into a murderous rain of bullets from the waiting
Indians. Two of the riders wilted downwards as Jackson, the
foreman, yelled hoarsely for his men to get back. Through the
swirling gunsmoke he saw the lithe dark figures moving like
wraiths, and emptied his six-gun at them as he rolled sidewards.
Behind him, Tanner and Taylor cursed as they slid to a prone
position in the dirt and laid a slicing barrage across the yard as
they edged back for the shelter of the bunkhouse. Jackson
frantically reloaded his revolver as his men blasted one of the
Chiricahuas off the porch, but now another and another were there.
Facing them defiantly stood the old, half-blind Mexican woman who
had been a nurse to the family for nearly twenty years. She held
her arms wide as though barring the Indians access to the door. One
of them struck her aside brutally with the butt of his rifle and
rushed wildly in, only to be hurled back like some broken puppet as
the Navy Colt in the hands of Sarah Davis boomed not two feet from
his chest. The two warriors behind him leaped back swiftly,
flattening themselves against the rough mud surface of the
three-foot thick adobe walls. The woman inside retreated slowly
from the gaping doorway, her eyes wide, the gun in her small hands
trembling slightly. Reaching the door of the bedroom, she bolted
inside and slammed the door, barring it. Then, with the aid of her
eighteen-year-old daughter Barbara, she pushed a heavy dressing
table against it. Sarah Davis took her daughter’s hand and patted
it, but the ears of both the women were attuned to the sounds in
the yard outside.

The three riders in the bunkhouse had
managed to regain its shelter and, manning a window each, were
searching the open space with their accurate rifle fire, picking
off one of the warriors near the door, then the other; pinning the
war party down.

Off to the right, the leader of the raiding
party, an imposing figure with a jagged lightning emblem painted on
his copper chest, gave a signal to one of his warriors. The squat
Apache dismounted and quickly made a small fire. The others unslung
the short Apache bows from their ponies, and tied dry grass around
the arrowheads. When they were ready the leader nodded again, and a
moment later a rain of flaming arrows arced across the brightening
sky, streaking down into the tarpaper roof of the bunkhouse. The
thin yellow flames licked the flimsy material, as if tasting it.
Then they bit deeper, leaping as if in joy, spreading and dancing.
Heavy black smoke rose high in the still morning air; within ten
minutes the bunkhouse was an inferno. The three men inside wrapped
blankets about their faces to shield them from the flames and made
a desperate try for the ranch house. The Chiricahuas cut them down
with the feral joy of hunting wolves.

Now the leader gave another signal. The
warriors gathered for a moment, then hurled themselves at the house
once more. They came into it panting, their musky stink filling the
pretty room. In an orgy of blind destruction, the Apaches smashed
the windows, ripped down the flowered curtains, splintered the
furniture. One of them found a cupboard filled with bottles; they
drained the whisky like water. And then they broke down the bedroom
door. Sarah Davis killed two of them before they reached her.


Chapter Two

“I
don’t care if it means killin’ off
every damn’ Apache buck in the territory, Bleke – I want my girl
back!” The speaker was a small, compactly built man of about
forty-five. His aggressive stance and small shrewd eyes gave some
hint of the burning drive which had made John Davis the biggest
rancher in southwestern Arizona. He had come West the year after
the end of the Civil War, driving before him two mules and a milk
cow. Defying the elements, the warring Apaches, and the treacherous
land itself, he had carved an empire out of the desert. In one
terrible night, all he had worked for over the years had been
reduced to ashes. Davis had returned to his ranch after a business
trip to Phoenix which had necessitated him staying overnight,
something he rarely did these days, to ride back with the rest of
his riders. They had found the ranch a smoldering ruin, the bloated
bodies of the dead strewn like tattered dolls in front of it,
savagely mutilated. What he had found inside the house had
overnight turned Davis’s hair to grey.

Now he thrust his heavy chin forward and
glowered from beneath bushy brows at the quiet man who sat
listening to his tirade.

“John,” the man said. “I know how you
feel. I’m doing everything within my power as Governor—”

“Hell an’ damnation! Bleke, it ain’t
enough!” Davis would not be silenced. “I’m goin’ to play it my way
whether yu like it or not!”

“Don’t you think you’ve caused trouble
enough already, John?” Governor Bleke was a quietly spoken man.
Short, as sturdily built as his visitor, there was little about the
man in his grey business suit which would have singled him out in a
crowd – except perhaps the cold grey eyes. Any man who looked into
them for more than a moment could scarcely fail to divine the
shrewd brain, the unquestioned courage, and the determination which
had made Bleke’s name hated and feared by every lawbreaker in the
territory, just as it was held in high esteem by the
law-abiding.

“Listen to me, John,” Bleke continued.
“Ever since you posted that five thousand-dollar reward every
outlaw, gunman and scalphunter in the south-west has drifted into
Tucson. And then drifted out again. Out into Apache country,
they’ve gone, to kill peaceful Indians in cold blood. They’ve
tortured women and children, they’re spilling more blood than that
madman Chivington did at Sand Creek – all in the name of finding
your daughter. What started as a raid by one renegade war party is
building into an all-out Indian war, John, and I’m telling you –
it’s got to be stopped!”

“Then find my daughter!” yelled Davis.
“Yu think I want her married off to some Apache buck?”

“No, of course not, but—”

“But nothin’!” Barbara was stole two
months back, Bleke. Yo’re no nearer findin’ her now than yu was
then!”

“The Army—” Bleke began.

“Don’t tell me about the U.S. Cavalry,
Bleke, I don’t want to know. That shave tail idjut at Fort Cochise
ain’t got the sense to know when he’s bin hit with a
rock.”

“The Army patrols have been out,”
Bleke persisted. “They all hear the same thing wherever they go.
The friendly Indians say that this renegade Chiricahua called Juano
has your daughter.”

“On’y nobody can find ’im, right?”
sneered Davis. “So that’s a mighty big help. Hell, if I knowed
where he was, I’d give all my riders shotguns an’ do a little Injun
huntin’ my own self, mebbe.”

“John, you’re talking wild. I know you
are worr—”

“Bleke, why don’t yu tell the Army to
ride into the Dragoons an’ stay there until they find
her?”

“I’m afraid the United States Army is
not responsible to me. John, I telegraphed Washington – you were
here when I did it.”

“An’ they said the job o’ the so’jer
boys is to contain an’ control, avoidin’ direct clashes wherever
possible. What kind of Army we got these days, anyway? They oughta
be out scourin’ them mountains for my girl, dammit!”

“John, you know as well as I do that
there are a million places in the Dragoons where this Juano could
be hiding. A regiment of cavalry couldn’t find him if he didn’t
want to be found!”

Davis shook his head like a taunted bull.
“Shore, I know it,” he admitted. “I just can’t stand noin’ nothin’,
that’s all.” Bleke was silent for a moment. He placed his fingers
in a steeple, touching his lips with his fingertips, deep in
thought.

“There’s probably only one man alive
who could go into Apacheria and get your daughter out,” he finally
announced to the rancher. “I have sent for him.”

“One man?” exploded Davis. “Yu must be
goin’ loco in yore old age, Bleke. I don’t care who he is, one man
ain’t goin’ to stand no chance at all in them mountains. I’m
tellin’ yu Bleke, yu got to send the Army in!”

“You
aren’t telling me anything, John,” Bleke did not raise his voice but there
was a coldness in it which stilled the rancher’s angry outburst. In
a quieter tone, Davis asked:

“Who is
this hombre you’re so shore can do the trick?”

“His name is Green. He is a – friend
of mine.”

“Green. Can’t say I know the name,”
Davis mused. “Where’s he from?”

“Texas,” Bleke replied.

“What is he?” snorted Davis. “Some
kind o’ half-breed?”

“No,” Bleke said. “He’s white – in
every sense of the word. I believe he spent some years as a boy
among the Piutes.”

“Yu seem to set a lot o’ store by
him.”

“He hasn’t let me down yet,” was the
quiet reply.

Davis hesitated for a moment, then shrugged.
“Bleke, if yu say so, I believe yu. I don’t reckon one man can last
ten minutes from the time the ’paches spot him, but…” He thrust out
his hand, and the Governor shook it; the two regarded each other
with mutual respect. Bleke did not particularly like Davis, but he
respected the man’s drive, and his achievements. Without such men,
this vast land, so full of riches and wealth, a whole new empire
which would one day take its proud place on the roll of the United
States, would still be an empty desert.

“I’ll do the very best I can, John,”
Bleke promised. “I know I can speak for Green, too. Now – will you
withdraw your reward offer?”

Davis shook his head. “It ain’t that I don’t
trust you, Bleke, although I’m guessin’ yu set a mite too much
store by this Green jasper. It’s just that as long as the reward
stands, there’s men out there lookin’ for my gal, an’ one o’ them
might just find her. Tell yore man he’ll be welcome to the gold if
he pulls it off. But so will any other man who brings her in – an’
I don’t care if he’s the biggest cutthroat who ever wore boots. I’m
right sorry, Bleke, but them’s my feelin’s.”

“I’m sorry too,” Bleke answered,
regret in his voice. “It’s going to make my man’s job that much
more difficult. The Apaches need little enough excuse to kill now.
With your cut-throats at their foul work, they will need even
less.”

“If he’s as good as yu seem to think
he is, he’ll make it,” Davis said unfeelingly, picking up his hat.
“Yu tell him he’ll be well paid for the risks he’s
takin’.”

“He isn’t doing it for the money,”
Bleke reminded Davis coldly.

“That’s what they all say until they
see the dollars,” Davis barked. “Never met a man yet couldn’t be
bought. Some cost a mite more, that’s all.”

“You couldn’t buy this one,” Bleke
told him, softly.

“I’ll wait an’ see,” Davis said, and
marched out of the office, banging the door behind him.

Bleke shook his head. Power and money had
not absolutely corrupted Davis, but they had certainly made him
accustomed to having things his own way. Frustration made a man
like that strike out blindly, and fall back upon the belief that
money could buy anything.

Bleke crossed his office to
the window and looked out upon the scene below. Tucson was a busy
little town, still retaining many evidences of its Spanish origins.
To the north, gleaming white in the sun, lay the old Mission San
Xavier del Bac, founded by the padres three hundred years before.
Below him stretched the bustling street, with its houses of
sunbaked adobe, wide patios and long shaded porches. On the crowded
sidewalks rough-clad miners from the copper mines at Santa Rita
jostled with local men in dark business suits. Bleke picked out
slow-moving Mexicans clad in trousers tight at the waist and flared
out at the ankle, a flash of gaudy sash at the waist, the swarthy
faces shaded by embroidered sombreros; the dusky-eyed
señoritas who sent shy
glances from the folds of their mantillas at passing cowboys; and
on all sides, the mixture of tongues: American and
Spanish.

Somewhere a guitar was being strummed. The
air was soft, the hard sky blue. Far to the north, two days’ ride
away, rose the mountains, and in them lay the strongholds of the
Apache. They were massing up there, Bleke knew, and they were
talking war, a big war to sweep the hated white man out of their
country for all time. Bounty hunters stoked the fires of hatred
with every warrior they ambushed. It was an evil business, an evil
trade encouraged by the Mexican Government, which had put a price
of fifty pesos on the scalp of an Apache warrior, twenty-five for a
woman, and ten for a child. Bleke shook his head; he was powerless
to stop it. The added incentive of Davis’s reward had sent the scum
of the south-west into Apacheria. The Apaches had killed many of
them, slowly and horribly; but still more came to kill innocent
men, women and children – for in Mexico no questions were asked as
to the tribe of Apaches, whether warlike or peaceful, that the
scalp had been taken from – and to rouse even the non-violent
tribes into retaliation. Finally, the whole Apache nation would be
fired into the bloodiest uprising that the south-west had ever
seen. And therein lay the importance of John Davis’ daughter: if
she could be brought out of Apacheria alive, then the lure of the
reward would be gone, and the lawless ones might move on to new
pastures, leaving the territory with a chance at least of solving
its problems with the Apaches. Bleke shook his head; it was a big
responsibility to give to one man, even one in whom he had such
faith.

A knock on the door interrupted his
thoughts, and he turned to see a tall, slim man, wide shouldered
and deeply tanned, coming into his office. Bleke’s somber
expression changed to a warm smile.

“Jim,” he exclaimed, “it’s good to see
you! Here, let me look at you!”

Still under thirty, slim of hip, standing
with the loose grace of a natural athlete, Bleke’s visitor wore
ordinary cowboy rig. His clothes, although worn, were neat; the
lean, clean-shaven face so deeply bronzed as to almost hint at
Indian blood, but the high cheekbones were absent, and there were
lines of good humor about the mouth and friendliness in the level,
grey-blue eyes. His opening words were whimsical.

“That feller outside warn’t shore he
oughta let me in here, totin’ these.” His hands lightly brushed the
tied-down matched six-guns nestling in holsters on his thighs.
Bleke’s face was serious.

“You’re probably going to need those,
my boy,” he said. “Sit down and let me tell you why I asked you to
come.”

The man from Texas sat down and listened
gravely while the Governor spoke, and went on speaking for perhaps
an hour. When Bleke had finished, the puncher whistled softly.
“She’s a man-sized job, seh,” he remarked with a tight grin, “but
I’ll go yu.”

“I have no right to ask you, Jim,”
Bleke said, slowly. The cowboy grinned. “Shucks,” he drawled. “If
yu ain’t, who has?” He stood up, ready to leave. Bleke extended his
hand, and the puncher took it firmly.

“Good luck, Jim,” the Governor
said.

“I’ll prob’ly need some,” was the
laconic reply.


Chapter Three

“Reckon we’ve arrove, Night,” the
rider said, reining in on the crest of a bluff to survey the scene
before him. As far as the eye could see the mountains marched along
the horizon, slate grey and purple and black. Towards them sloped
undulating hills, dotted with mesquite and the sentinel-like
saguaro cactus which grows only in this part of the southwest. The
sun in the brazen sky was a blinding ball of molten light, beating
down relentlessly upon the empty, unprotected land. Beneath it,
unseen, the myriad desert creatures led their lives. There a lizard
scuttled across a sunlit space to the cool refuge of darkness
beneath a huge rock. The landscape was harsh and grey, and a dust
as fine as face powder floated gauzily upwards with each hint of
breeze that whispered among the desert plants: ocotillo, mescal,
Spanish dagger.

Across the still and silent
land the lone rider moved, ant-like against the barren jumble of
rock and sand and sky. The big black horse, its glossy pelt shining
with sweat, cantered easily onwards, the pack mule following
docilely behind; upwards towards the mountains, hardly visible in
the wilderness, its rider slouched in the saddle, sombrero tilted
forward. But there were eyes as keen as those of the mountain eagle
in this land, and they saw the man, knew he was alien; and the
messages moved across the land. White man
coming. Alone. No man crossed Apacheria
whom the Apache did not see.

Green eased his seat in the saddle and wiped
the dust and sweat out of his eyes. “Reckon I know what a boiled
aig feels like now,” he muttered aloud, pulling the horse to a
stop. Dismounting, he made a small fire, piling branches from a
creosote bush upon it and laying a blanket loosely over the smoking
pile. After a moment he swept the blanket aside, and a balloon of
grey smoke soared up. Twice Green repeated this procedure, and then
kicking sand over the fire to extinguish it, he remounted and
pushed his horse forward once again.

“I’m shore hopin’ that smoke makes ’em
curious,” he told his horse. “I’m guessin’ folks crossin’ this
country don’t usually announce their presence.”

The stallion snorted as if in reply, and
cantered on. They were moving now into a long, rocky defile and on
both sides the beetling walls rose stark towards the burning sky.
The chuckling sound of a wild turkey came from the shadowed gorge
ahead, and the stallion’s ears flicked forward. “Easy, Night,”
Green told his mount. Guiding the animal with his knees, he
ostentatiously lifted his hands so that the absence of his gunbelt
could be clearly seen.

“Mighty early in the day for a turkey
to be gobblin’,” he said aloud. “Wouldn’t mind bettin’ he’s got
mighty funny-lookin’ feathers.”

Keeping his hands up high, Green urged the
black on into the defile. Midnight stepped cautiously, edgily; the
pack mule dragged a little on its lead rope.

Again the turkey gobbled, and this time an
answering call came from higher up the canyon wall. Green sat tense
in the saddle, his keen eyes flickering across the faceless stone
cliffs. No movement caught his eye, no tiny stone slide or dust
puff betrayed the presence of anyone but himself in the canyon.

“They’re shore there, all the same,”
he said to himself. “I’m playin’ in luck so far: they ain’t gunned
me down. Mebbe I’ve got ’em curious.” Eyes moving alertly, ready
for the first sign of a hostile move, he headed on up the canyon.
Further along, the floor of the defile opened into a wide,
oval-shaped clearing with a brackish pool of water formed by
seepage from the rocks at one side. Green kneed his animals over to
it, and swung down from the saddle. He began unhurriedly to
unfasten the pack on the mule’s back, swinging it down to the
ground and unrolling it in one sweeping gesture. On the blanket lay
trade goods: beads, mirrors, some knives, and one thing more: a
slim, graceful, deadly looking Winchester carbine, the sun picking
a dull shine from its barrel even in this gloomy place. Green stood
by the spread blanket, his eyes scanning the edge of the rim above
him. Nothing moved.

Then without warning there was a warrior on a
ledge not thirty feet above his head, an old Springfield rifle
trained unwaveringly upon the man below. The Apache yelled
something and his voice echoed from the enclosing canyon walls,
causing the horses to toss their heads and move nervously. “Easy,
there,” Sudden told the animals, “Easy now. He’s just callin’ his
sidekicks.” His soft tone quieted the animals and he turned, moving
very slowly, and showed both his hands held high and well away from
the body to the Apache on the ledge.

Unarmed the movement said. He made another sign. Come, see. The right hand touched the
heart and then opened out palm forward. Friend. And a sign again:
Come, see.

The Apache on the ledge
made the shrill, high, shouting noise again, and it was echoed in a
different tone and then Green saw them all. They rose from the
earth as if some sorcerer had conjured them from the very dust.
Their oiled bodies were grey where they had rolled in the dirt to
camouflage themselves, rendering them practically invisible until
they moved. Eight of them, he counted silently, all armed with
bows, arrows half-pulled, ready to be released instantly at the
slightest sign of hostility. The black paint on their faces showed
that they were a war party. Green made the sign of friendship
again. Knowing that many Apaches understood Spanish, he called out
to them. “Estoy
amigo,” he
shouted. “Tengo
cosas finas. ¡Mira!”

The Apache on the ledge
motioned with the rifle. His gesture was as plain as a spoken
command: stand away! Green shrugged. He had told them he
was a friend, that he had fine things. Come and look, he had
invited them. Now it was in the lap of the gods; all he could do
was hope that they would be intrigued, come down and talk. They
could just as easily kill him and take them anyway; he was gambling
on their wondering why he would have come so deep into their
stronghold, announcing himself on the way, with so little to
trade.

If they
ain’t, he told himself. I’ll be shakin’ hands with Saint Peter any
minnit.

“Or Old Nick,” he added
silently.

The Apache on the ledge was arguing with the
others; Green could hear the angry, guttural sounds. You didn’t
need to be Apache to know an argument when you heard one. The man
on the ledge seemed to be the leader of the war party. He was
heavily built, but tall, albeit with the barrel chest typical of
the race. A greasy red rag held the long, loose hair out of the
Apache’s eyes, which gleamed like coals above the high, prominent
cheekbones. Finally, the man made an impatient gesture and then led
the way down the side of the hill. He moved in long, easy, loping
strides, as graceful as a mountain lion.

“An’ about as friendly,” Green
murmured.

The other warriors followed, bringing in
their wake a small slide of stones and dust. They came warily
forward, ready for any movement, their bows fully drawn and the
deadly arrows trained upon the white man. Green stood as still as
stone. The sharp animal smell of the Apaches assailed his nostrils
as they clustered around him, and then fell jabbering upon the
goods lying on the blanket, passing the Winchester from hand to
hand, cocking and uncocking the weapon. Only the leader stood
aloof, his deep dark eyes fixed like a snake upon the white
man.

“Why have you come into our land?” he
asked suddenly in English. “What you want here?”

“To trade,” Green told him.

“Worthless trash!” the Apache snapped.
“White man does not come into stronghold to make trade with trash.
Why you make smoke first to tell you come?”

“I didn’t want to get killed afore I
talked trade with yore people.” Green replied.

“Trade!” the Apache scoffed. “Nothing
worth trading except gun. Manolito take gun and kill you
anyway.”

“I got some other things,” Green told
him.

“Where?” snarled the Apache. “I not
see. You got nothing. Maybe you scalphunter, think to find one, two
Apache and kill them for scalp.”

“I’m no scalphunter,’ Green told him
levelly. “I come to trade. I got no guns; how could I kill any o’
yore people?”

“Maybe with trick?” the Indian said,
but Green saw that the biggest risk of all had paid off. He had no
guns, and this impressed the Apache, who now said: “What you want
trade for? Yellow metal for which white-eyes fight like
coyotes?”

Green shook his head
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