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	The Home of 

	Great Western Fiction

	 


Jared Hawk rode into Santa Maria on the trail of a Mexican outlaw with a $1,000 bounty on his head.

	He didn’t know he was riding into a revenge war between the Mexicans and the Apache Nation—until the people of Santa Maria offered him one thousand dollars American to get them out to safety. Down a trail that was lined with blood-hungry Indians and a young Mexican who wanted to kill him.

	Hawk took the money and gave his word. And he wasn’t the kind of man who went back on a promise. Even when it meant losing a woman to the harsh code that demanded blood for blood … and a life for a life.
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	He’s not only good;

	 he’s friendly, too.

	This one is for 

	Dr A. V. R. Watkins.
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Chapter One

	SMOKE HUNG IN lazy spirals over the village, the trailers of gray emphasizing the stark blue of the sky. The full onslaught of winter had not yet touched the Sonora plain, and though the air was cool, the sun still shone down as if holding on to the last memories of the fall. The village was like any other in this part of Mexico: a collection of low-roofed adobe houses, walls bleached like bones, that spread out around a central plaza, whose chief feature was the small church. Once the church had been a mission building, fortified against Apache raids and the bandidos who preyed on anything that might hold valuables. Now it was enlarged, a squat bell tower added to the chapel and most of the mission buildings fallen in, their time-ravaged walls plundered for building materials as the village grew. Facing the church on the far side of the plaza was a cantina; in between were a general store, a shoemaker’s, a livery stable, a grain store and a stage office. The plaza was dusty, a few tired-looking palmettos drooping about the perimeter like old men, too weary to bother moving from their silent contemplation of the activity in the square.

	Under the supervision of a tall man in a tight-fitting black suit, the inhabitants of Santa Maria were preparing for a fiesta.

	Trestle tables were set up in two lines across the plaza, the scrubbed planks covered with newly-washed sheets, the cotton weighted down with plates and bowls of food. Great loaves of coarse bread and jugs of pulque stood alongside dishes of fierce chile peppers and jalapeno beans; there were tomatoes and sweet potatoes; jars of relish. And from the houses spread back from the plaza there came the odors of cooking.

	‘Pronto!’ The tall man shouted at a group of four peons, struggling under the weight of a great keg of tequila. ‘It is almost time.’

	He unbuttoned his suit and drew a gold watch from his vest pocket, studying the face with the self-conscious attention of one who wishes others to recognize his importance. Indeed, he was the only man wearing a suit, albeit shiny at elbows and seat, with a collarless shirt studded about his neck and incongruous dove-gray gloves on his hands. His face was dark, a thick moustache drooping from beneath a hooked nose over fleshy lips. His eyes were a deep brown, the same color as his hair. He carried himself straight, despite the beginnings of a pot belly, almost strutting in his high-heeled boots with the heavy Mexican spurs. Around his waist he wore a gunbelt, the holster decorated with silver stitching and holding a Colt’s Peacemaker in .45 caliber.

	His name was Arturo Ortiz, and he was jefe of the village. He snapped the cover of the watch closed and tucked the timepiece back inside his pocket. Then he walked over to the church, removing his sombrero before entering.

	The church was cool and quiet, faintly redolent of incense, a painted statue of the Virgin overlooking the simple altar. A man knelt before the altar.

	‘It is almost time, padre.’ Ortiz crossed himself briefly, ducking one knee in token of genuflection. ‘I must go soon to fetch them.’

	The priest rose to his feet. He was older than Ortiz, and considerably fatter, his jowls drooping over the high collar of his soutane. His hair was gray, but his eyes were blue and alert.

	‘God be with you, my son. I trust you are doing the right thing.’

	‘It is the only thing,’ grunted Ortiz. ‘The only way Santa Maria can survive.’

	The priest nodded. ‘Sí. The only thing. After all, they are little more than animals.’

	There was still a remnant of doubt in his voice, so Ortiz smiled and said, ‘When it is done, padre, we shall build you a better church. With a Virgin of pure silver and windows of colored glass like they have in Mexico City.’

	The priest smiled at the thought and blessed Ortiz. ‘The clean, swift sword of God. Go, Arturo. Do What you must.’ 

	Ortiz nodded and went out of the church.

	Women were beginning to enter the plaza, carrying huge platters of roasted meat, and all around, men were dragging carts and wagons into the alleys running off from the square, blocking the exit roads. Ortiz studied the scene for a moment, then called to a young man in tight-fitting pants with conchos running down the sides and a fancy gunbelt tied down to his right thigh. He carried a Winchester rifle. He was grinning.

	‘Juan,’ said Ortiz when the young man came over, ‘I must go now. See to your part.’

	Juan nodded and hurried away, weaving through the columns of women to where a group of men waited outside the cantina. As Ortiz climbed astride a big roan gelding the men dispersed amongst the buildings surrounding the plaza. Ortiz set his sombrero on his head and tugged the chin strap tight. Then he heeled the roan to a trot and went out from Santa Maria, riding north along the only street left unblocked.

	Inside the village the priest dosed the door of the church, locking it with a key that he carried on his rosary. The owners of the few stores fixed boards over the windows and locked the doors. The women set the final touches to the feast and hurried back to their homes. The owner of the cantina closed the place and went off after Juan. He was carrying a double-barreled Winchester shotgun.

	The plaza got quiet. A few men, and fewer women, stood around the edges. There were no children. A big, mangy-looking dog trotted across the square, drawn by the smell of meat. It paused and barked once, then trotted forwards to the nearest table. A man picked up a stone and hurled the missile at the dog, catching it on the rump. The dog yelped, the sound turning to a snarl as it weighed fear against hunger. A second stone tipped the balance and it dropped its tail between its legs and ran off beneath a wagon.

	Silence fell over Santa Maria like the eerie stillness that precedes a storm.

	 

	One hour later Arturo Ortiz came back. Behind him there came a column of riders. Seventeen men headed the column, behind them about thirteen women and perhaps twenty children. All were Apache.

	Ortiz rode into the plaza and swung his horse round, swinging his sombrero in a wide, expansive gesture.

	‘Welcome to Santa Maria!’ he shouted. ‘Our pueblo welcomes our Mimbreño friends.’

	The leader of the Apaches, a short, overweight warrior with a broken nose and a long knife-sear down his left cheek, gestured for his people to halt. He rode up alongside Ortiz and glanced suspiciously around the plaza.

	‘There is tequila,’ Ortiz said quickly. ‘As much as you can drink.’

	The Indian stared at the Mexican, his eyes hooded. Then he looked at the jugs and the big keg and licked his lips.

	‘If you seek to trick us, it will go hard with your pueblo.’

	‘Aguila Roja.’ Ortiz looked hurt. ‘We have spoken as jefe to jefe. We seek only to live in peace with your rancheria. You and I have agreed on that, and this fiesta is a token of our pact.’

	The Mimbreño grunted again, still wary. Then a breeze drifted across the plaza, carrying the succulent odor of meat and the more bitter smell of the liquor. He nodded and swung clear of the pad saddle. His people followed suit. Ortiz dismounted and called for men to take the horses off to a corral. He went to a table and poured two earthenware mugs full of tequila. Passed one to Aguila Roja.

	‘To our friendship.’

	He raised the mug and drank. The Mimbreño chief followed suit, draining all of the fierce liquor in one long swallow.

	Seeing their leader accept the offering, the other Apaches descended on the tables. Ortiz grinned, waving his arms as he shouted for the villagers to come out and greet their newfound allies.

	The Apaches were more accustomed to taking what they wanted from Mexicans than to accepting gifts, but the array of food and the quantity of alcohol calmed their fears. The villagers waited on them, only a few of the leading inhabitants joining the feast. None of the Indians noticed that there were no young men in sight, nor any children but their own present.

	The feast went well. As one jug of pulque was emptied, it was replaced by another. The roasted meat was eaten and bowls of Chile brought out. In typical Apache fashion, each one of the Mimbreños ate everything possible, taking as much as they could as it became available. Tomorrow might be a hungry day. They gorged themselves, and got drunk on the liquor. Several children vomited when the pulque, or the fiercer tequila, soured their stomachs.

	Afternoon turned into evening, the air growing cooler as the sky darkened. The Mimbreños failed to notice: they were too far gone into drunkenness. They failed, too, to notice that fewer and fewer villagers tended their wants, until only Ortiz remained amongst them.

	Then the jefe of Santa Maria stood up, explaining to Aguila Roja that he must relieve himself. He walked unsteadily to the far side of the plaza, turning into a shadowed alley. Once he was hidden from sight he straightened his gait and ran to the wagon blocking off the gap. He climbed over the barricade and hauled himself on to the flanking roof.

	Juan passed him a rifle. Ortiz checked the load and levered the action to spring the hammer back. Then he peered over the lip of the roof into the plaza. Most of the Apaches were sprawled on the ground or over the tables; four of the older warriors were chanting a song as they shuffled unsteadily in vague semblance of a dance; the children were mostly asleep, a few playing beneath the tables.

	Ortiz settled his elbows on the tiles and lined the upright rib of the foresight neatly between the vee of the rear sight.

	‘Now!’

	He squeezed the trigger as he said it. And from all around the square, from each rooftop, guns opened fire on the Indians.

	Aguila Roja fell to Ortiz’s first shot. He was lifting a mug of tequila to his lips when the bullet hit dead center of his chest. It tore through his ribcage to puncture a lung and emerge from his back in a sticky spray of blood. The force of it slammed him down, smashing his face against the mug so that shards of the pottery dug into his mouth and cheeks. He began to push upright, but a second, then a third, shot plucked the top of his skull away and broke his right shoulder. He slid clear of the table, leaving a great crimson stain over the grubby white sheet

	The four dancers jerked and twisted to a new rhythm as bullets hit them from all sides. Three fell down instantly, but one remained upright, held there by the concentration of fire, like a puppet supported on invisible strings. Rapidly his face and chest disintegrated so that his body folded in on itself and the riflemen turned to fresh targets, leaving the mangled corpse to collapse into the blood-stained dust.

	A child screamed as he saw his mother go down with blood pumping from her mouth. Then his screaming ended as a blast of ten-gauge shot picked him up and blew him over to his mother’s body.

	Three of the younger warriors found their own weapons and staggered to the north side of the plaza, intent on locating their ponies. One went down with a .30-caliber Spencer slug in his spine. The others reached the street and found it blocked off by a two-wheeled cart and bales of hay. They yelled a garbled war-shout and ran at the barricade. As they reached it, a pitchfork angled out from between the cart and the hay to sink its prongs deep in the belly of the foremost brave. He screamed and dropped his rifle, clutching at the tines. A Mexican sprang clear of the barricade with a machete in his hand. The blade swung down, hacking into the Mimbreño’s neck. The brave’s head fell loose from his shoulders, rolling across the street with air still whistling from the gaping mouth. The third warrior saw the danger and turned back. Another villager stood up from the far side of the cart and levelled an ancient Colt’s Dragoon on the yelling Indian. The old gun went off with a devastating roar that seemed to pick the Mimbreño up and hurl him yards on down the street. When he landed, there was a big hole in his back, between the shoulders, and he wasn’t moving. But the man with the machete still darted forwards to hack at the skull and shoulders.

	In the plaza the firing went on.

	Most of the Apaches had died under the first few volleys of the ambush, but a handful—five men and two women—had survived because they were slumped on the ground beneath the tables. Now they had sobered up and hauled two of the trestles over to form a flimsy barricade. They were crouched down behind the woodwork with bullets ripping splinters from the pine and nowhere to run. One brave carried a Spencer carbine, two more held Colt Peacemakers, the remaining two had only tomahawks and knives; the women were unarmed.

	The plaza was thick with powder smoke, the smell of food hidden under the reek of cordite. The firing stopped.

	A Mimbreño risked a glance around the end of one table. A single shot cracked out and the Apache fell back with his left eye-socket filling up with blood.

	Ortiz shouted an order, and climbed down from the roof.

	Accompanied by Juan and two other men, he darted around the plaza, collecting a torch from the nearest barricade. Hidden by the corner of a building, he passed the torch to Juan and reached inside his jacket for matches. He struck one on the side of his holster and lit the torch. The pitch-soaked straw flamed eagerly as Juan swung the brand in fast circles. Then he hurled it into the square.

	The stick of flaming straw arced high across the plaza, landing against the side of one overturned table. Spilled tequila ignited, lancing tongues of fire over the dust and the cloths and the tables. The Apaches shouted as the flames danced up along one side of their refuge. Then screamed as the fire spread around them and the second table began to blaze.

	The guns opened up again as the Mimbreños jumped to their feet. Three of the braves died instantly. The other two, with the women, leapt clear of the fire and began to run across the square. They made easy targets because the hair of one squaw was aflame and the other woman tried to slap it out as they ran.

	The two women were the first to die. A massive volley struck them from all four sides, smashing them together as the bullets ripped through their bodies. They hit and bounced apart, then fell down into the slippery puddles of their own blood.

	One man groaned as a bullet tore his lower jaw away, leaving it flapping against his neck. He lifted his Colt and fired blind at the surrounding rooftops. He never saw any of his shots hit because seven Winchester bullets tore through him and knocked him sideways with his lungs and heart and stomach ripped open. The other Mimbreño got as far as the western perimeter of the plaza before a Spencer bullet broke his left knee. He fell over and began to crawl towards the shadows of the alley facing him. A second bullet hit his shoulder, numbing his hand so that he let go of the carbine he was holding. He tried to reach it with his left hand, but two more shots crashed into his back. Then a volley pulped his skull and he died.

	The plaza got quiet again.

	Ortiz stepped out, holding the Spencer at waist height. From under one of the remaining tables there came a high-pitched wailing. Ortiz walked forwards, lifting a hand to protect his face from the heat of the burning wood.

	There was a baby under the table, no more than one year old. Its face was screwed up with one fat hand clenched tight against its mouth, the other plucking at the sleeve of a woman without a face. Ortiz fired the Spencer and the howling stopped.

	A thick pall of smoke rose above Santa Maria, taking with it a mixture of smells. Most prominent was the sharp reek of burning wood and gunsmoke, but there was a sweeter odor, cloying and sickly: the stench of burning flesh. Ortiz smiled and began to shout orders again. The men came down from the rooftops and the barricades and set to dousing the flames before something important got fired. When they were finished they brought wagons into the plaza and loaded the bodies. Then, under Ortiz’s directions, they took the corpses out on to the plain and dumped them in a great pile. The jefe of the village followed with a cart loaded high with kindling and kerosene. They covered the bodies with the wood and doused them all in the inflammable liquid. Ortiz struck a second match and lit the pyre.

	Fortunately for the inhabitants of Santa Maria, the wind was blowing from the north-east so that it took the smell away from the village. All they needed to do was clear the wreckage of the fiesta and sluice the plaza clear of blood.

	They did that the same night, as the mangy dog came out from hiding and began to lap at the puddles of rich liquid spread about the square. When there were too many people about for his own comfort the dog trotted off down an alley. And found a surprise. Off to one side, forgotten in the shadows, there was a whole head. The dog picked it up and skulked away to a garden where he began to tear the flesh from the bloody face.

	 

	The next morning Ortiz sent four men out to stoke the human bonfire and make sure everything was burned up. He told them to hurry, because the wind was veering round and before long the smell would drift over Santa Maria. He went back to his own house and opened a bottle of tequila. His daughter served him, her brown eyes wide and sad.

	‘What’s the matter, Manuela?’ Ortiz downed a glass and poured another. The Apaches killed your mother, so you can’t be crying for them.’

	The girl was young, little more than sixteen, but full-bodied as early womanhood rounded her curves to a promise of voluptuousness yet to come. Her hair was brown like her father’s, but a deeper color, hinted through with red. Her mouth, even in sadness, was full and wide. She was beautiful.

	‘Killing them won’t bring Madre back. It will just bring us trouble.’

	‘It will bring us wealth,’ scoffed Ortiz. They were just dirty indios. It was Mimbreños like them killed your mother. Maybe even the same bunch. And now they are gone, we can mine the silver.’

	‘Is it worth so many lives?’ Manuela set a plate down and began to spoon beans. ‘Is it worth all that killing?’

	Ortiz filled his glass a third time. He dug a spoon into the beans and turned it over. His face got flushed with anger.

	‘Do you enjoy eating beans every day? Do you enjoy tending that stinking patch of scrub we call a vegetable garden? Wouldn’t you rather eat off of silver in Mexico City?’

	‘I don’t know,’ murmured the girl. ‘I’ve never eaten off silver, nor seen Mexico City. I only know Santa Maria.’ 

	‘Which is a stinking little pueblo in the middle of nowhere!’ Ortiz ignored the food, concentrating on the liquor. The hacendados own all the good land, so even a man with my brains can’t get on in life. When I found that silver lode I thought the Blessed Virgin had done me a favor. There’s enough up there to make Santa Maria rich. A real town. Enough to make us rich! And there’ll still be enough left over to build this place up.’

	‘But you had to kill to get it.’

	‘The Mimbreños forced me to.’ Ortiz took another drink. ‘I asked Aguila Roja to allow a proper survey, but he wouldn’t listen. The stupid indio just refused. I even offered him a share.’

	‘Perhaps he just wanted to keep his land,’ suggested the girl. ‘Maybe he didn’t care about the silver.’

	‘He doesn’t care about anything now,’ grunted Ortiz, bluntly. ‘Now we can go in and start digging without worrying about Apaches.’

	‘I think it is wrong,’ said Manuela. ‘I think you should have left it.’

	Ortiz stood up and slapped her once across the face.

	‘It is not your place to tell me what is right and wrong,’ he snarled. ‘I am El Jefe of Santa Maria and the people trust me. I have acted in their best interests, and I will not listen to the whining of a child.’

	He spun round and stalked out of the door. Manuela dried her tears and tipped the uneaten beans back into the pot. Her father had struck her before, and this blow was no harder than usual: she felt sorry for him, and decided to light a candle in the church for his salvation.

	Arturo Ortiz, feeling important, went over to the cantina to eat a meal and accept the congratulations of the villagers.

	 

	Two weeks later Santa Maria was ringed by Apaches, a pueblo cut off by mounted warriors who blocked every trail as effectively as the inhabitants had blocked off the alleys and side-streets. Nothing went in or out. Santa Maria was isolated.
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