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The orders came straight
from the President himself, so Yancey Bannerman and Johnny Cato had
no choice but to carry them out. But the orders stunk to high
heaven.

Washington had promised to
supply a small army of gunfighters, plus weapons and ammunition, to
an outlaw named El Condor. In return, El Condor and his rebels
would then do everything they could to remove Mexico’s present
anti-American government from power. Cato’s job was to enlist the
men. Yancey’s job was to train and then deliver them to El Condor’s
stronghold.

But once El Condor got what
he wanted, everyone became fair game, no matter their political
persuasion. He soon tore a swathe through the border country, and
the Enforcers felt duty-bound to stop him. But with Cato all but
crippled in a vicious machete fight, what could they do to take
down the very army they themselves had created?
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Chapter One – Flight

 


Cordell dropped flat behind the adobe wall
and felt the hard coldness of the curved, terracotta tiles against
his lean body. One tile clattered on the roof with his weight and
he held his breath, his grip tightening on the butt of his gun.

The men below, hunting him, were shouting
too much for them to have heard the noise of the falling tile.
Rapid Spanish cut through the night and the orders were followed
swiftly by the pounding of sandaled feet as the Mexicans ran to
obey. Cordell got his breathing under control, wiped sweat from his
eyes, swallowed, trying to still the pounding of his heart.

He stiffened as he heard an American voice
below bellowing.

“Garcia, you goddamn
knothead! I thought I told you to watch the outside stairs! Hell
almighty, he could’ve gotten up on the roof! Go see, you useless
son of a bitch!”

There came a dull thunk, like a cleaver
cutting into a side of beef, and Cordell knew that the luckless
Garcia had been on the end of Platt’s avenging fist or boot again.
The gringo was fond of kicking the Mexicans around and sometime, he
knew, one of them would turn on him and slip a knife between his
ribs.

But right now Cordell had more to worry
about than the ultimate fate of the bullying Tucker Platt. If he
didn’t get out of here pronto, he would be crucified on a cactus
with machetes driven through his hands and feet, and kindling piled
up around his legs. El Condor’s men didn’t treat spies kindly.

He froze. That scraping noise could only be
Garcia carrying out his orders to check the roof of the building.
The man would be standing on the weathered rail of the stairs’
balcony, gripping the terracotta guttering, preparing to heave
himself up, just as Cordell had done only minutes earlier. Cordell
rolled onto his back, carefully, trying not to make any noise,
cursing even the light rustle of his clothing. By straining his
neck, he could see down the length of his body towards the end of
the roof where Garcia would appear.

As he watched, he saw the top of the man’s
head break the gutter line against the starry sky, then the long
shape of the man’s Mauser rifle as he lifted it and laid it down in
the gutter. Cordell tensed and his thumb caressed the metal curve
of his gun hammer. It would be suicide, of course, to shoot Garcia.
The shot would bring the others and they would riddle the building,
blow it out from under him. But he couldn’t just lie there and
allow Garcia to report his hiding place.

Avoiding as much as possible the rustling of
his sleeve across his shirt-front, Cordell reached inside his shirt
and slid out the flat-handled knife he kept there. It was balanced
for throwing, but that was a last resort. Once it was hurled, it
was one less weapon; he wanted to hold on to every possible weapon
for as long as he could. It was a matter of survival.

He couldn’t move. The moment he tried to
shift position, Garcia would see or hear him. The man fell with a
clatter and a grunt. There followed a string of vitriolic Spanish
curses.

“C’mon, Garcia!” roared Platt
from below. “Is he there or not?”

Garcia spat out some dirt and swore again.
Cordell smiled faintly as he heard the man mutter a low curse, this
time directed at Platt. But there was little humor in the
situation. Garcia only had to lift himself over the low dividing
wall and he would see Cordell lying there. The American lay on his
back, still gripping the six-gun in his left hand now, the knife in
his right. His breath barely hissed through his nostrils and his
eyes strained to see. He could hear the Mexican crawling along the
tiles.

He heard a small scraping noise, almost
level with his ear and then Garcia’s head rose directly above him.
The man first looked across the expanse of roof and then lowered
his gaze, looking directly down at Cordell. The American’s arm
swept up and backwards in a short murderous arc. Garcia choked as
the knife blade all but severed his head from his body. Cordell
lunged up, pulling the man over the low wall, kneeling in the
middle of his back, trying to stop the man’s thrashing death
throes.

Platt bawled up from below, “I
swear, Garcia, you must be the clumsiest idiot this side of the
Rio! Goddamn
it, is he
there or not?”

Platt’s voice broke with screaming
impatience.

Cordell tucked his chin in against his left
shoulder, one hand holding down the Mexican’s head, sitting on the
man’s buttocks as he convulsed.

“No!” he called, muffling his
voice deliberately, hearing Platt’s curse from below.

“See if you can get down
without breakin’ your fool neck and join the others in sweepin’ the
desert!”

So that’s where they were
concentrating the search, thought Cordell, easing his weight off the now
dead man. They must have figured he had somehow managed to slip
town and get a mount and head out into the desert. He smiled
thinly, wiping his knife blade on the Mexican’s smelly serape and
putting the weapon back into its sheath. He pulled the serape off
Garcia and, after a little hesitation, took the single bandolier of
cartridges too, ignoring the blood that covered parts of it. He
slipped it over his head so that it draped across his
chest.

Moving silently, he found the rifle on the
far side of the low wall and slid across, keeping a low profile. He
crept back to the stairs side of the roof and, as he had hoped,
found Garcia’s hat there. He put it on, looked over the side but
could see no one below. He listened. Voices came from across the
street and from behind the cantina over there, he judged. Horses
clattered to the south of town. Someone yelled and two dogs began
barking and snarling.

Cordell slipped over the gutter and groped
with his boots for the balcony rail. He found it, dropped lightly
to the landing and crouched there, clutching the rifle, adjusting
the broad-brimmed hat so that its shadow hid his features. He
waited. Nothing. Then he stood and started down the stairs boldly,
but though he might have appeared relaxed to a casual observer, he
was tight as a watch-spring inside.

He was at the foot of the steps when the
door that opened on to the balcony above scraped on its rusted
hinges. Cordell tensed, expecting trouble at every step, whirled,
instinctively bringing around the rifle, working the bolt and
jacking a cartridge into the breech.

His reaction, though instinctive, was his
undoing.

If he had turned casually he might have
gotten away with it. But whirling as he did, working the bolt, put
the man above on the alert, and, as the big hat, too loose on
Cordell’s head, fell off, he was exposed. The man above already had
a cocked gun in his fist and, after letting out a startled yell,
snapped a wild shot, the bullet chewing splinters and nails from
the rail of the stairs.

Cordell dropped to one knee and the Mauser
rifle gave its distinctive whip-cracking cough, the metal-jacketed
slug taking the man above through the chest, going clear through
his body and hurling him over the edge of the balcony.

Cordell was up and running, working the
rifle bolt as he went, the big hat dangling behind his head by the
rawhide thong. He was tempted to discard the serape and heavy
bandolier as they impeded his progress a little, but he figured
that maybe he would have some need of them later: with a little
luck. Heads poked out of windows, shutters banged back. Guns
crashed and he saw the spurts of dust as the bullets peppered the
road ahead and around him. He didn’t bother trying to return the
fire now. He was too busy trying to find someplace to run.

Platt’s voice was bellowing orders and a
shotgun thundered. Cordell reeled as pellets from the blast struck
him on the left side, raking him from shoulder to hip. Luckily, he
was only on the edge of the pattern and though he almost fell, the
wound wasn’t very serious. He ignored the warm flow of blood, went
with the reeling motion and dived into heavy shadow under a
building awning. A door opened only a yard from his left and he
caught a glimpse of a dark shape as a man lunged at him with
upraised machete.

Cordell rammed the thin muzzle of the rifle
into the man’s midriff and the Mexican gagged, staggering back. The
gringo lunged in and brought the metal-clad rifle butt up in a
driving, shattering arc. He heard the man’s jaw break and the
heavy, dull clatter as he went down and stayed there.

Cordell groped into the building, saw an
oblong of gray at the rear. He stumbled over a chair, knocked down
a jar that shattered loudly, and then found himself in a narrow
passage with an open door at the far end. He heard pounding boots
on the street behind him and didn’t hesitate as he lunged through
the door and found himself in a weed-grown yard.

He couldn’t believe his luck when he saw the
horse standing there, head bowed as it cropped some of the long
juicy grass. Cordell scooped up the reins, flung the rifle from
him, and heaved himself into the saddle. His left arm was beginning
to numb and there wasn’t a lot of strength in his fingers. He
figured maybe one of the pellets had hit a nerve. His fingers were
slippery with blood as he picked up the reins, drew his six-gun
with his other hand, wheeling the animal and running for the old
fence that sagged at the far end.

By the time he was lifting the mount over
the lowest section, men were bursting out of the building and guns
hammered and roared behind him. Splinters flew from the palings.
The horse whinnied and he felt it lurch a little and hoped it
hadn’t been hit too bad. Then it landed on the far side of the
fence and he rocked violently in the saddle, almost falling to the
side, but he gripped the high Mexican pommel and righted himself.
There was an alley, and beyond, open country.

He already knew they were searching the
desert area so he would keep away from there. Cordell turned the
mount northwest. He would skirt the town, get up into the
cordilleras and cross them if he had to, right over the snow-capped
peaks.

Freezing would be just one more risk he
would have to take. For, no matter what, he had to get back to the
Rio, cross it and get into the United States again. The lives of a
lot of people depended on it.

 


The fortress straddled a high trail that led
out of badlands and alkali country. The thick adobe walls had long
ago taken on the color of the country surrounding it and the
buildings were hard to see from a distance unless a man knew just
what he was looking for.

It was high above the rest of the country
and the several villages scattered around that northern part of
Mexico. The Province of Papantala was not very large when compared
with some of the southern provinces, but it was possibly the most
rugged part of Mexico and therefore a favorite stamping ground for
bandidos and revolutionaries. Its many canyons and ranges provided
sanctuary and government troops had little luck when searching for
outlaws there.

As well as the ruggedness of the country,
they had to contend with the people. Papantala had long been a
State full of rebels with little cause to love the government or
its servants. Federales found their progress hindered almost every
foot of the way. Sometimes there were ambushes and pitched battles.
Normally, once a man fled Mexican law into Papantala he was about
as safe as he could be—provided he could pay the necessary
tribute.

Like most Mexican States at that time, there
was one man who was all-powerful, one man who ran things the way he
saw fit, one man who held the people in terror of him, in more fear
of him than the government soldiers who came on bloody punitive
expeditions. The residents of Papantala looked up to this man
almost as a god and at this time, the primero was a mystery man who
called himself El Condor.

Few knew what he looked like for he rarely
appeared in public and then heavily robed. Mostly, he sent out his
lieutenants to do his bidding and at times they operated like
bloody assassins. He demanded regular tribute and if it was not
paid, his retaliation was swift and deadly. Whole families were
wiped out, villages burned, women raped, children terribly
abused.

El Condor ruled with a blood-stained iron
fist and few protested. In return for the co-operation of the peons
and campesinos, he gave them protection—from both the roving
bandidos and the Federales.

It was perhaps fortunate for El
Condor that there was vast dissension in the official Mexican
government at that time and also strained relations with the United
States, or else he may well have been wiped off the face of the
earth. It is almost certain that the government would have sent an
army against him if need be and if the men could have been spared,
for it was dangerous to allow a man with such absolute power of
life and death to operate, even in a remote province like
Papantala. But, with assassinations and treachery in Mexico City,
Americano agents provocateurs stirring up trouble where it would do the United
States the most good, there were not enough men to
spare.

So El Condor’s power grew daily and it began
to spread, already spilling over into neighboring States.

Tucker Platt was one of the few men who
could walk into El Condor’s chambers in the fortress without first
being announced.

He was dusty, clothes torn, eyes reddened,
face blistered with the sun and peeling as he staggered into the
room used by El Condor as an office.

The primero was a big man and he stood with
his back to Platt, looking out of the big arched window, down into
the courtyard and beyond the wall to the rugged country out there,
baking under the blistering sun. He had a colorful serape draped
over wide shoulders and whipcord trousers were tucked into polished
and embossed black half boots. Twin six-guns in embossed holsters
were tied down on each thigh and the back of his head was square,
the hair long and thick, and glistening black.

“You lost him,” El Condor
said without turning, his voice deep and vibrant.

Platt stopped beside him and glanced up at
the big man’s craggy features, but El Condor did not look at him.
His penetrating dark gaze didn’t waver and he folded
heavily-muscled arms across his chest.

“Sorry, Condor,” Platt said
quietly. “Had the sonuver bottled up in Poblana but Garcia was
drunk and let him slip by, though he got his throat cut in the
process. The others were taken by surprise and Cordell got himself
a horse. We followed him for four days up in the cordilleras. Snows
beat us back. If he made it across, it’s a goddamn miracle. My
guess is he froze up there.”

El Condor looked coldly down at Platt, who
was no midget, and the gunfighter looked away from that murderous
gaze.

“So he could be on his way
back to the Rio.”

Platt hesitated briefly, nodded. “Guess
so.”

“Guessing’s not good
enough, Tucker.”

“Hell, Condor, there was a blizzard up on
them peaks! Couldn’t see a yard in front of you. He didn’t even
have grub in his saddlebags and we kept him movin’ so he didn’t
have time to shoot any game. I don’t see how he could’ve made
it.”

“But you’ve got
no
body
to show
me.”

Platt sighed and shook his head.
“Sorry.”

El Condor was silent for a spell,
then
set his gaze on
Platt again. “How many men came back with you?”

“Seven of the ten I set out with.
Cordell slit Garcia’s throat, shot another man and I
lost
the third up on the
mountain.”

“Crucify ’em,” El Condor said
quietly.

Platt stiffened.
“Wh
...?
All seven?” He
cringed under Condor’s murderous gaze.

“Less’n you want to make it
eight!”

Tucker Platt paled and swiftly shook his
head. “But ... It’s a waste of good men, Condor.”

“They’re not good men when
they don’t carry out my orders. You do not escape punishment,
either, amigo. You were leading them.”

“Judas, we done our best!
You gotta believe that, Condor! Most of it was plain bad luck.
Cordell had all the good luck ridin’ with him.”

“You will be confined to
the fortress for a few weeks. I will decide exactly how many later.
You will have no female company, your boots and guns will be
removed. You can help the peons dig the fortification
ditch.”

“The hell I
will!”

Platt paled and stepped back as
El Condor drew himself up to his full height and the gunfighter held up a
placating hand, before the man could speak.

“Okay, okay. I’ll do
it.
But you’re
gettin’
a bit
carried
away
with this god-thing,
ain’t you?”

He was surprised when El Condor smiled
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