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Chapter One






HARRY GOANE WAS bored. Hot and bored. He hadn’t been
so damned miserable since the time they’d all been lost a couple of
Easters back in Juarez. It had been raining then, he
remembered.

It hadn’t rained in that part of Texas for more
weeks than he could recall. Just the incessant heat, baking the dry
Texas land, with an occasional wind that kicked up the dusty soil
and blew it in a man’s face. It got in your mouth. Your eyes. Down
your clothing. Made you itch all over.

“Jesus,” he sighed.

A woman’s voice answered him from the brass bed at
the back of the small hotel room. “What’s wrong, deary? Still too
hot?”

“Too bloody right, Pearl.”

Both the man and woman had English accents, sharp
and whining.

Harry Goane was born in Hoxton in the East End of
London and he had been living in America for about eight years or
so. He’d arrived, with Pearl, round about the time that they
started their stupid bloody war.

They’d been back to Europe three—or was it
four?—times since then. And each time it had been more of an effort
to steel themselves to come back to America—this sprawling, empty,
dangerous land.

“This’ll be the last time, Pearl. I
promise you that.”

There was a laugh from behind him. “Yes. And pigs
might fly. I’ll believe that when I see it, Harry Goane. Straight
up I will. Now shut up, will you? I want to get a bit of kip.”

“You do nothin’ but sleep and eat and
sleep and drink and sleep, Pearl, and that’s the bloody truth,
innit?”

“And I work. If it wasn’t for my work
… I keep you on easy street, Harry.”

There was a plaintive note of hurt to her voice that
the Englishman recognized as meaning she was genuinely upset.

“I’m sorry, love,” he said. “Honest.
Now I’ll keep quiet and you snatch some shut-eye. We’ve got to move
on after noon.” He wiped sweat from the side of his face. From
around his narrow lips. Running a finger around the inside of the
stiff collar.

“Wake me in good time, there’s a
love.”

“Course.”

He sat by the window, staring out at
the empty land. They were in a small settlement that lay roughly
between here and there. They’d found themselves stuck there on
account of their wagon throwing a wheel and breaking the back axle.
The replacement had finally arrived and was being fitted by the
local smith, round back of the tumbledown livery stable.

The hotel in the town looked out toward the Mexican
border. The Alamo and San Jacinto were only thirty years gone,
close enough to be a remembered sore on both sides of the border.
The town … what the hell was its name? Dead Woman. That was it. On
account of the nearby dry stream called Drowned Widow River. Nobody
seemed to know why when Harry had asked. Nobody cared. And he
surely didn’t.

El Paso in three days. Three more days in that
rattling fly-trap. In his time in America, Harry Goane had never
got used to the weather.

There was a stretch of flat gray land reaching out
from the rear of the hotel. Vanishing in some small gray rocks, and
then some bigger gray boulders, with stunted gray bushes scattered
around. He guessed that they must be sagebrush. Or mesquite. Didn’t
know which. Didn’t care which.

Nothing moved.

Apart from a leathery buzzard that flapped
ponderously into the slate-blue sky a quarter mile off, rising on a
thermal of warm air, and circling, head down, neck out. Scanning
the desert beneath it. It looked as though it had spotted something
as it kept wheeling backward and forward with a few beats of the
great wings, always over the same place.

Harry came from a part of London called Seven Dials.
A teeming warren of leaning houses and shadowy courts, linked by
narrow alleys where a man’s shoulders could brush both walls at
once. Where the police went in fours if they dared to go at
all.

This time of year in London was dreadful enough at
his Hoxton birthplace, and around Seven Dials. In the evenings, as
they moved into fall, the coils of mist would come wreathing up
from the River Thames. Sinuous and damp and gray, the lethal
trimmings on the edge of the tainted robe of old King Cholera, that
vicious monarch that took off thousands of the poor every year.
Harry’s mother had gone that way.

He’d never known his father. His mother, in between
bouts at the gin bottle, would laugh about the name she’d
taken.

“Just stood there when I told ’im I
was in the family way, the lousy bleeder. I didn’t know ’is soddin’
name. So I arsked him. ‘I’m goin’,’ ’e said. So I called you Goane,
after ’im.”

That had been over thirty years ago. He rubbed at
the peeling end of his foxy nose and sniffed. Wondering whether it
might be worth their while trying to get a show put on in Juarez
while they were in El Paso. Last time it had been too highbrow for
those greasy Mex bastards. But Pearl could turn it on if she wanted
to. Show them a little bit of leg. Her pins weren’t too bad still.
Wear that dress that fitted real tight.

Harry was just on the point of
turning away from the open casement. Thinking about taking off his
shirt and pants and stretching out on the single bed
in the adjoining
room. Maybe punish a half of redeye, snatch some sleep.

When he saw the movement.

Not exactly a movement.

A flash of light.

For a moment, the Englishman thought it might just
have been heat lightning. But there weren’t any clouds to
threaten.

There it was again.

The sun was just barely bright enough to throw
sullen shadows from the hotel. And it must have been the same sun
that had caught something up there among the rocks, a quarter mile
back from the main street of Dead Woman, the only street of the
little settlement.

“Broken glass,” he muttered to
himself. Some passing cowboy taking some bottles out back there for
some target practice.

Then it moved. Flickering a few paces off to the
left to where he’d first seen it.

Mexican bandits? Not impossible. They were always
raiding across the Rio Grande into Texas. Taking back a few head of
cattle, a woman or two, a few thousand dollars American. Harry
doubted it. There were enough men with guns in the small town to
hold off a few snot-nosed Mex sons of bitches. They were all yellow
cowards, anyway. Stand up to them and spit in their eye and they’d
be down on their knees licking your boots. He’d seen them.

“There,” he said, seeing the flash
again, this time higher. And something else moving, about fifty
paces off from the winking light. A darker shape, moving slowly and
cautiously.

Apaches? That was possible as well. There were
always raiding parties moving around the Southwest. Generally a few
bucks out to snatch a scalp from a lone man.

Unconsciously, Harry’s fingers went to his own head,
combing down the scanty gingerish threads of hair that clung damply
to his skull.

Ever since they’d first come down to Texas and
Arizona and into New Mexico, they’d heard stories about the giant
warrior. The Englishman wrinkled up his brow with concentration as
he tried to …

“Cuchillo. Cuchillo Oro!” he exclaimed
triumphantly.

Pearl stirred in her sleep, disturbed by his voice,
and muttered something, the springs of the bed groaning and
creaking.

That was his name. A lone Mimbreños Apache. Related
to one of their old chiefs, Mangas Coloradas. Cuchillo Oro. Had a
long-running feud with a U.S. Cavalry officer, Pinner. It was all
coming back to Goane. Cuchillo Oro was supposed to have had a
grudge against the man, Pinner. His wife and son had been murdered
by the soldier. And the feud had run on, across the whole
continent. But that was over. Harry recalled that he’d heard some
troopers talking about it. Pinner had gone crazed at the end and
the Apache had killed him. But he’d got away with it, somehow.
Didn’t sound like real justice, permitting a savage to murder a
decent white man and escape scot-free.

Cuchillo Oro.

Meant Golden Knife. He was supposed to have lost his
right hand in a fight with a bear or something. And used a great
golden knife in his left hand. A Spanish blade that he’d taken from
the dead hand of a Conquistador in a hidden treasure mine.

Golden Knife.

There it was once more. And there were more dark
shapes among the rocks. So hard to see. The wind rose, kicking up
dust devils, making it impossible to see through the gray
shroud.

“Glasses. Those spyglasses … where the
hell did I put them? Brown trunk? Dressing box?”

He went away from the window, visions of a single
Indian warrior and his golden knife filling his brain. What a
mountain of good publicity he would get if he could have someone
like that on the payroll.

Kneeling down, Harry winced as small pebbles on the
threadbare carpet ground into his legs. From the dust there’d been
at the bottom of the water jug, the hotel hadn’t had a guest since
Fort Sumter. He undid the straps around one of the trunks that
stood solidly in the center of the room. Delved through layers of
bright-colored silk gowns and lacy underpinnings. Came up in
triumph.

“Got them. Now … let’s have us a
look-see.”

The binoculars had been a gift from a wealthy
Bostonian. Made a change from the endless flowers and boxes of
candy. They were a fine instrument. Made in Switzerland. Harry
Goane stepped back to the open window, raising them to his eyes,
and turned the milled knob to bring the distant rocks into sharp
focus. But the wind was still blowing and he waited a moment for
the scene to clear.

He wiped a smear of perspiration from
one of the lenses and looked at his hands, which were
covered with
powdery gray sand. Blown in all the way from Mexico and the barren
mountains—Serranias del Burro. Even Harry’s Spanish was good enough
to work out that it meant the Mountains of the Donkey. A fair
indication of the only kind of transport that might get you through
the skeletal wastes of jagged rock.

“What are you doin’, ’arry Goane?
Seein’ if you can see our wagon comin’?”

“Belt up your mouth, Pearl. There’s
somethin’ up over there, toward the border with Mex-land. I’m just
tryin’ to see with these glasses.”

“Oh,” she said, and sighed herself
back into a snoring sleep.

The Englishman lifted the binoculars to his eyes
again, watching for the flashing that had first caught his gaze.
There it was yet again. It was someone moving. The glasses were
excellent. So good that he decided that he’d try and sell them as
soon as they reached anything approaching civilization. He could
have peddled them in New Orleans.

The wind had eased and the dust fell away, allowing
him to see with crystal clarity. And what he saw made him gasp as
though someone had thrust a knife between his ribs.

It was a tall man, dressed in the cotton shirt and
breeches of an Apache. Long black hair. And the light had been
reflected from something he held in his hand.

In his left hand.

A great, glittering knife of gold.

“My Gawd,” whispered Harry Goane.
“Cuchillo Oro!”

 



Chapter Two


THE DAYS HAD been hard for Cuchillo Oro. Lone
Mimbreños warrior of the Apache nation. Grandson of old Red Shirt
himself, who’d given the white-eyes such trouble before they
finally caught up with him. Mangas Coloradas.

His long feud was at last ended. Cyrus Pinner was
dead. His wife and son lived on, but that was as the gods had
decreed. Cuchillo wanted no part of their deaths.

All that mattered was that Pinner was dead.
Cuchillo’s mutilated hand was revenged. His slaughtered wife,
Chipeta, and their tiny son, Troubled Night. Both killed by the
driving hate of Pinner.

Now that was over. All done. And his
family could rest now, peacefully, the debt of vengeance
paid in full. Their
spirits able to walk the land beyond in quiet content.

It had been odd after. There had been
heavy drinking. And a meeting with one of the few white men ever to
be called the friend of Cuchillo—Lovick, the pony soldier. There had been a gap
in the Apache’s life. After so many long years of hunting and
running, to find a kind of peace. Not that a warrior like Cuchillo
Oro would ever find true peace. It was as though there had been an
itch that he could no longer scratch. Part of the reason for living
had been taken away from him when Pinner had finally breathed his
last.

But he had gone on. Cuchillo had been able to
restore his own balance.

Able to move on.

It had seemed a good time to go
across the big river, southward into Mexico. There the hunting was
reasonable, if a man knew where to look. It was a lawless place,
that strip of land south of the Rio Grande. The Rurales came riding through every few
weeks, kicking up a cloud of dust that every bandit could see
coming for twenty miles around.

But Cuchillo had made a mistake. A small one that
had seemed of little significance at the time. But it had sent him
back into Texas.

It was that one mistake that had led to him being
watched by Harry Goane from the window of the cheap flophouse in
Dead Woman.

 


There had been some horses.

Not fine palominos that a man could
sell, the kind of animals that would bring a lot of gold on
the north
side of the border—not that kind of creature.

These were a miserable string of wild animals, five
mares and a spavined stallion. But they represented some kind of
worth to Cuchillo and the trapping of them had taken him three days
of patient stalking. Working them on his own, riding his own bay
mare, easing them gradually in toward a narrow box canyon.

Then blocking them in and keeping them there, roping
each horse in turn, making them up into a small string that he
could lead. Most of them were half-starved from the poor quality of
the summer grazing in that part of Mexico. If he’d tried the same
trick with some of the wild ponies of the ranging grasslands,
hunting them down on his own, then he would have been lucky to have
caught even one.

He’d been shepherding the horses slowly along when
he’d met the Mexican bandits. Maybe “met” isn’t quite the right
word for what happened.

The first he knew about them was when a fusillade of
bullets kicked up the dust all around him while he was cantering
through a dry riverbed. A voice from the side told him to let go of
the rope holding the animals and get out.

Cuchillo had figured that the best thing to do was
cut his losses while he still had his own animal and his life.
Mexican bandits weren’t generally that generous.

At the head of the river, he turned
and looked back, seeing that there were only five of them. They
were dressed in an assortment of dirty cotton shirts and trousers,
sliding down the sandy sides of the arroyo, whooping their delight
at their easy capture of the horses. All of them had been on the same side
of the gulch and Cuchillo frowned as he realized that he could
probably have outridden them with the string had he known they were
so few and so badly placed. Which explained the strange
generosity.

There was an old man, white haired under a great
yellow sombrero, and what the Apache figured must be his four sons.
All of them the same build, with a closeness that he could
recognize, even at a distance.

They saw him stop and there was more shooting, but
their bullets were hastily aimed and none of them came within a
dozen paces of him. There was no point in staying on the off-chance
that a lucky shot might pick him off his horse’s back, so Cuchillo
heeled the mare forward, over the crest of the hill out of sight of
the Mexicans, who jeered his departure.

Certain that they’d seen the last of the single
Apache.

 


They were wrong.

The oldest of the brothers, Emiliano Hernandez, was
dozing around their campfire, late that same night. Only a half
mile from where they’d successfully stolen the horses. And some
eighteen miles from where the Hernandez family had their camp. His
father, Jesus Hernandez, had ordered his sons to keep watch, just
in case the Indian had some of his friends around. Not that the
Apaches usually hunted that far south into Mexico.

But the tequila had flowed freely to
celebrate their easy and bloodless victory, and none of them had
wanted to stay up through the darkness. Jesus had threatened them
with a beating, and Emiliano had agreed that he would be guard until
midnight. Though Jesus was nearly sixty, he was a man of iron will
and a bitter temper. His sons knew better than to cross
him.

Emiliano had sat back, hugging the
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