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This is for Cliff, Jim, and Fred, who help

to keep video junkies like me supplied

with a regular fix. With my thanks for a

lot of good times.














“If there is truly a Hell on Earth then it is

the place that men call Death Valley.”


—Harry Tanner, from Through California

With Rod and Line, published by

Tahoe Press, 1879.
	






“People really do die there …”

—Warning in a letter to

an intending visitor.

From S. O., a journalist in 1879.






        
            
                
            
        


Chapter One



THE SIDEWINDER LAY sunning itself on a flat, orange rock, eyes closed and hooded. The sun was scorching down and the temperature in the desert was already over 100 degrees.

It was ten o’clock in the morning.

For the lone Apache warrior, called Cuchillo Oro after the great golden-hilted knife he wore at his belt, times had become hard. Ever since he had been born, in the smoky wickiup back on the ranchería, life had never been easy. The Mimbreños were not one of the biggest tribes of the Apache nation, and they had fallen under the control of the whites on the nearby cavalry fort.

The feud with the white-eyes pony soldier, Cyrus Pinner, had seemed endless.1 But now that had ended. Finished forever under cold waters and an eternity of cold stone. The death of his enemy had not made life much easier for “Pinner’s Indian,” as he had been called. Now there was no longer the instant hatred when he met a white man. Now he could actually ride onto a cavalry post without risking summary death.

But Cuchillo had never been able to walk around the problems of living the way some of his older and wiser brethren did. And when you were an Apache and you stood six feet tall with the broad shoulders of a wrestler, men noticed you. And when they saw the mutilated right hand with its missing fingers—a legacy from Pinner’s sadistic madness—and the knife with the hilt of gold with uncut gems in it, they knew who you were and faces turned and hands dropped to pistols.

A ragged-pelted coyote trotted slowly across the cracked surface of one of the massive, guttering salt flats, leaving tiny puffs of dust rising behind each paw. Its shadow followed it, flat under its scrawny belly. Cast there by a sun that was approaching its zenith.

The temperature was just over 120 degrees in the shade.

If there’d been any shade.

Cuchillo had ridden north and west, leaving behind the two-thousand-acre spread that was only a few miles from the Mexican border. Near San Piedro, close to the Little Red River. By the township of Harlan Springs. It was land that had been owned by the woman that had been his wife. Land that had been bought with much blood and kept with much pain. And finally left behind with a greater pain than any the lone warrior had ever known.2

Now that was behind him. Spring was easing gradually into summer and he was moving north. He had once known the cool places of the West Coast, near the booming port of San Francisco, and he had a vague desire to go that way again. But the deserts lay ahead of him.

The tiny community of Baker was behind him and now Cuchillo was experiencing heat like he had never known. It seemed to surround a man, draining away water and energy, swamping the air like the inside of an oven. It bounced back from the tortured ground and jagged rocks, hurting the eyes. The Apache paused, wondering whether he might treat himself to a mouthful of warm, brackish water from his battered canteen. Deciding that he would do well to shepherd his resources.

The trail he rode was known to him from the talk of other men. It was the land of the hardy Shoshone and they called this place Tomesha. Meaning “the place where even the earth burns.”

Cuchillo was finding that it was well named.

A half mile above him, circling slowly and effortlessly on a thermal of warm air, a red-tailed hawk hung, wings almost motionless. Its eyes scanning the expanse of red and yellow and orange below it. The horizon shimmered in the searing heat, making the western slopes of the Sierras dance and tremble.

The bird had seen the Indian as he entered the valley from the east. But there was nothing there that might be food. The horse and man made steady progress. But there was something else that brought a blink of interest to the bright eyes. Something a mile or so ahead of the man and the horse.

With an imperceptible alteration of the angle of pitch of its wings, the big hunting bird moved a lazy thousand feet lower. At first it thought that it might have struck pay dirt. Perhaps one of the valley’s bighorn sheep that dotted the scrub. In the height of summer the animals would require water only every three days or so. But every now and again one of them would die. And creatures like the buzzards would be on the move.

But this wasn’t a sheep.

It was a man.

Marty Levine had never been a very nice man.

Not even when he was in the best of health and on top of the heap.

Now that he was sick to his guts and somewhere near the bottom of the pile, he was a whole lot less nice.

But he still had a couple of things going for him to counter the bolted horse and the empty water bag. He had a fine place, nested up among some rocks, with even the virtue of a little shadow for his head.

And he also had a long .50 caliber Sharps buffalo rifle, aimed dead center at the Indian he could make out riding along the main trail through the valley, less than a hundred yards away.

“Can’t fuckin’ miss,” he breathed, letting his finger stroke the narrow trigger.






Chapter Two


IT WAS SAID of the Sharps that if you could see your target, you could hit it. The pages of frontier history are dotted with footnotes about hunters who went out with their .50 caliber Sharps and 100 rounds of ammunition. And came back in the evening having killed precisely 100 of the meandering buffalo of the plains. Enough to feed five thousand of the Chinese and black laborers who pushed the iron rails westward.

And most anyone interested in the West knows about the one-mile shot at Adobe Walls that knocked a minor chief clean off his pony.

So, an Apache on his horse at 100 yards should have been a little like fish in a barrel.

Should have been.

If Marty Levine had been healthy, the life of Cuchillo Oro would have ended at that moment. But the bounty hunter had been plagued with griping stomach pains for three days now. Pains that had finally sent him tumbling off the back of his stolen chestnut mare to lie moaning in the dust. The horse had stayed long enough for the man to make one attempt to clamber back into the saddle, then it had skittered sideways, leaving him hanging on the butt of the Sharps. His weight had been enough to pull the long gun from the bucket, but the horse was off and running. Scenting the sickness and strangeness of the man.

The heat haze in the valley made everything shimmer and dance, the stretches of golden Panamint daisies quivering like a field of smelted ore. Levine had watched the stranger picking his careful way between the shocks of russet arrowweed that were scattered all across that part of the desert. He could tell that the man was an Indian, but his eyes weren’t functioning well enough to make out more than that. Certainly an Apache, with a cotton shirt of pale blue and off-white breeches tucked into knee-length brown boots. And a headband of light material around long dark hair. For a moment Levine was a little puzzled, as the figure on the pony seemed tall for an Apache, but he figured that it was simply the heat that deceived him.

The rifle kicked against his shoulder and he was blinded by the burst of black powder smoke that burst from the muzzle.

“Goddamn!” he spat. Knowing that he’d missed.

At the very moment that he’d fired there had been another of those agonizing spasms of biting pain, as though he had a polecat trapped in his belly. Levine bit his lip at the burning, concentrating all his attention for the few seconds that he felt he was about to foul his breeches. Breath sighed between his gritted teeth and he closed his eyes. Resting his forehead on the rough stones in front of him.

The throbbing that beat at his temples made him forget for a few vital moments just what he was doing there.

The heavy bullet hissed through the still air, passing twenty feet in front of Cuchillo’s pony, making it rear and buck, the sound of the explosion booming flatly across the desert.

The Apache was shocked by the sudden attack and he turned his head, seeing the smoke curling up from a group of low boulders a little way to his right. He fought his horse, kicking it in the ribs with his booted heels, tugging on the hemp bridle.

But the animal was well spooked, eyes rolling, flailing out with its front hooves, whinnying its terror. Cuchillo was no great horseman, like many of the Indians of the mountains. It was the Sioux who had truly mastered the ponies.

Cuchillo was concentrating on seeing if he could make out how many men were involved in the attack, and he failed to give enough attention to the horse. Which repaid him by sliding him off its back as neatly as shelling peas. As he fell, the Apache managed to keep hold of the rope, but the horse jerked its head and the bridle snapped like it was made of wet paper.

He rolled over, coming up with the agile ease of a big cat into a fighting crouch. Instinctively his hand went to his knife rather than to the pistol that stuck in the back of his broad belt.

Levine was over the worst of the spasm, drawing in a shuddering breath and looking out from his cover. Seeing the horse bolting off toward the north, and the Indian on hands and knees, a drawn knife glittering in his left hand.

“Holy Jesus Christ,” panted the white man, fumbling to eject the spent case from the still-smoking Sharps. Hearing it tinkle among the small stones and taking out another round from his vest pocket.

Cuchillo saw the movement and started to dive for cover, toward a jumble of sun-split boulders to his left, behind a cluster of jimson weed. Then changing his mind and powering off in a jagged run. Dodging as he sprinted lightly toward the man with the rifle.

Levine couldn’t believe that the Apache was actually charging him. He had cover and he had the Sharps. “Fuckin’ crazy,” he whispered. Finally sliding the round home and cocking the spurred hammer.

There was no need to adjust the sights of the heavy rifle. Not at eighty paces.

Cuchillo Oro was no great shot, being no better than an adequate performer with pistol or long gun. But he had heard men talking and knew that there were two especially difficult targets. One was a man who was some distance below you.

The other was a running man coming toward you.

It was that half-recalled piece of gun lore that had made him change his mind. If he had reached the safety of the boulders, he would have been safe for the time from the rifle of the ambushing man. But it would only have been a matter of time before his attacker circled him and picked him off like a hog on ice.

And his own work-worn Colt .45 was only of use at a range of less than forty feet.

He had heard someone once say—had it been the little schoolteacher, John Hedges, only true friend among the whites? Or had it been the only other white to show him kindness and trust? The redheaded soldier, Charles Lovick? No, it had been Hedges. Unusually outspoken.

“Men talk of self-defense, Cuchillo Oro. Best kind of defense I ever heard of was to kick a man in his belly and then run like blazes. Get in firstest and take care to get in with the mostest.”

Cuchillo suddenly dived and rolled, coming up and changing direction, angling in toward the hidden man with the rifle. Throwing Levine off his aim a second time.

This time the bullet went high as the man tried to alter his aim at the last second and failed.

The Indian was up and moving again, switching from side to side with all the balance of a ballet dancer. The knife was still in his left hand, probing at the hot air like the tasting tongue of a rattlesnake. Cuchillo’s eyes never left the place from where the smoke came. He was certain enough that there was only one man there, perhaps injured. The rocks were not large enough to hide both a man and his horse, and the Apache never thought for a moment that this might be an ambush for his special benefit. Nobody wanted him that much.

Not now.

Levine squinted up over his cover again, seeing that the big man in the breeches and shirt was closer. Fifty paces and moving fast. This time his fingers worked better and he managed to reload the Sharps more quickly. Sighting and aiming and firing fast.

Too fast.

The shot was the closest there’d been, but it still only burst in a hail of splinters among some low mesquite ten feet ahead of the Apache.

Who blinked and paused. Deciding in a moment of lightning calculation that he could just about reach the hiding rifleman before he could reload.

Cuchillo wasn’t very good at doing sums. Hedges had often shaken his head in disbelief at the Mimbreños youth’s clumsy attempts to manipulate questions about the number of apples in a barrel and their cost. But when it came to a fighting calculation, there was probably nobody better in the land.

Levine thought he could get in another round and bring the gun to bear on the sprinting Indian.

He was only half right.

He got the .50 caliber bullet in place and even managed to thumb back the hammer on the side of the long gun.

Started to swing it around.

Seeing then that he was too late and too slow. That death was almost on top of him.

Cuchillo Oro vaulted over the fallen boulders, cutting down with the edge of the steel cinquedea, feeling the passing slight resistance of flesh. He turned in the air, so that when he landed behind the crouching Levine he was actually facing him.

The white man looked close to death. His face was infinitely pale beneath the cruel blistering of the California sun that reddened his cheeks and peeled skin away from nose and lips. The eyes were sunken into caves of wind-washed bone and the jaw hung slack like a blown horse. The clothes seemed draped on him as though he was standing in for someone twice his size.

The Apache had cut him across the tip of the right shoulder, narrowly missing the side of his neck, where the carotid artery pulsed. Yet the blow had been sufficient to make him drop the rifle in the dirt at his feet, while he struggled to stand up, reaching for the pistol at his right hip. But the retaining thong was over the top of the hammer and he couldn’t work it loose to draw on the menacing figure of the Apache.

Cuchillo shuffled in, knife low, point upwards, the triangular blade of the antique weapon slick and dulled with the blood of the white man. Levine stopped trying to get at his handgun and simply stood there, head slightly bowed, recognizing the inevitability of his own passing.

The Indian stopped, seeing that acceptance, but still suspecting a trap. Looking at the lowered head and wondering what thoughts were seething through the mind of the white man.

He would have been surprised.

Marty Levine was thinking back to the first man he had ever killed. His family had landed on Ellis Island from Lithuania when he’d been thirteen. While they were being processed through the endless lines and the tests and medicals an American policeman had insulted his mother. Marty had known enough English to recognize the words, though the action was unmistakable. The beefy hand touching his mother on her breasts and the leer behind the words. “Wanna gimme a feel for a nickel, whore?” the man had said.

Martin Levinski had carried a narrow-bladed razor in a soft leather sheath at the back of his neck: a favorite hiding place for many immigrants. And it had only taken him a fiery second to draw it and separate the fat Irish cop from his life.

As the man toppled, crimson jetting over the dusty, grease-stained floorboards of the hall, he had looked at the teenager.

And he’d spoken quietly. So that only the boy could hear him.

“Jesus and Mary, son—I didn’t mean it.”

Facing his own ending, the middle-aged shootist muttered the same words, puzzling Cuchillo. Unable to understand why he had spoken that way.

Levine looked up then, blinking at the brightness of the sun, like a great ball of molten gold above his head. And he felt a sudden fluttering in his chest, as though a moth was trapped there. And the pain came back, tearing at his stomach, making him cry out in
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