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ONE

THE SOUNDS OF death brought the rider to a
halt. They were very distinct in the late September air, magnified
by the shallow bowl of hills leading down to the Rio Grande, so
that they carried clear and sharp to his position. There was the
crackle of rifle fire and the duller booming of handguns, the
screams of men and horses, the wetter sound of heavy blades
striking soft flesh. He reined in, tilting his head to ascertain
the exact position, then urged the big gray horse forwards to where
the trail devolved into a shallow pass.

He
dismounted there and went forwards on foot, a Winchester rifle held
loose in his right hand. He was a tall man, leanly muscled and
light on his feet, moving silently to the egress of the pass. He
wore a wide-brimmed Sonoran Stetson that shadowed his face, though
had it been visible a watcher might have seen wide cheeks and a
broad, strong nose above a mouth that was both sensuous and cruel.
The watcher might have taken it for an Apache face, save for the
piercing blue eyes and the tangled mane of shoulder-length,
sun-bleached hair falling from under the hat. He wore a shirt that
had once been white and was now of no particular color, and
buckskin pants tucked into knee-high, Chiricahua moccasins. Around his waist there was a gun belt, better
kept than his clothes, that held a Colt’s .45 Frontier model in the
holster and a wide-bladed Bowie knife in a polished sheath.
Protruding from the cuff of his right moccasin there was the hilt
of a slender-bladed throwing knife.

His name was Matthew Gunn.

Or Azul.

Or Breed.

It
depended on who called him, and where they knew him from. He was
half white, half Chiricahua Apache; and all killer. The white name
was the gift of his father, Kieron Gunn, formally given in the
great cathedral at Santa Fe. Azul – the Apache name – came from his
childhood in the rancherias of
his mother’s people. For Rainbow Hair was a descendant of the great
war leader, Mangas Colorado, and her blue-eyed son had been named
accordingly by the warriors with whom he had grown to
manhood.

Breed was what they called him along the
Border. And most men said it spelled Death.

He eased up to the head of the pass and
stretched flat on a patch of sun-washed sand, inside the shade of a
big, overhanging boulder. Beyond the rock the trail angled down in
a gentle slope to a spread of pale sand bordering the river. A few
clumps of mesquite protruded from the flat, interspersed with the
bleached limbs of flood-strewn timber.

And bodies.

There
were upwards of thirty men spread across the sand, evenly divided
between the blue of United States Cavalry men and the brighter
outfits of Mexican pistoleros. The
Cavalry men were down in a defensive circle, firing single-shot
Springfield carbines at the faster-action Winchesters carried by
the Mexicans. They were losing: the Mexicans were grouped back
against the ridge, using their superior fire-power to cut down the
troopers. Every so often one would rush forward, on foot or
horseback, to slash a machete against a wounded soldier or a dying
horse.

Beyond the morbid scene, the Rio Grande
splashed gently blue over the shallows, only the southern edge of
the river tinged with the red of men’s dying.

The man called Breed watched without moving:
it was not his fight, nor did he feel any particular sympathy for
either side. His parents had died as a result of the bounty offered
by Mexico on Apache scalps, and the Army of the United States of
America had condoned that bounty.

He watched.

Watched as the blue-shirted soldiers were
picked off one by one until only a single officer and a trooper
remained.

Then the officer went down with a bullet
plucking out his right eye so that bits of his brain sprayed out
from the back of his skull, and the trooper emptied his pistol and
hurled it uselessly at the too-distant Mexicans. He was stooping to
clutch another gun when a volley of rifle fire hit him and lifted
him off his feet, spinning him over and over with blood spurting
from the multiple holes in his body until he reached the river’s
edge and fell into the water. All around him, the Rio Grande got
bright red, then pink as the sluggish current carried the blood
away.

The Mexicans came down and began to loot the
corpses. They ignored the single-shot carbines, but took all the
handguns and ammunition, and whatever horses were still alive.

Azul eased back down the slope while they
were still loading their spoils. Clapping one hand over the muzzle
of the gray stallion, he walked the horse down the trail to a
gulley and backed the animal inside. He held the stallion quiet as
the Mexicans rode by, galloping fast and shouting to one another in
triumph.

When they were gone he came out of his hiding
place and rode down to the river. Vultures were wheeling above the
carnage, and from the edge of the rocks long columns of ants were
working busily towards the bodies. He rode past them, splashing
into the river and fording over on the American side into
Texas.

 


A day later he reached a town called
Ysabel.

It was a one-street cow town, notable for
nothing except its air of desolation. It had a saloon and an
eatery, a livery stable, a bank, and a marshal’s office; a few
stores in between. Most of the windows were boarded over, and two
buildings were burned out, the charred timbers still smoldering in
the afternoon sun.

Azul went to the livery and checked his horse
into a stall, then he went down the sidewalk to the marshal’s
office. There was a lingering odor of gunfire in the small room and
a tall man with long mustaches drooping either side of his thin
lips cleaning a Henry carbine.

He looked up as the half-breed came in.

‘Yeah?’

Azul dropped his saddlebags on a swayback
chair and retained the Winchester in his folded arms.

‘Saw
something you might need to know. Day back, over the
river.’

The tall man sniffed and set the Henry on the
desk. He looked tired. He shrugged.

‘Detachment of Cavalry,’ said Azul, ‘got wiped out by
Mexicans.’

‘Christ!’
The peace officer’s face got pale under the tan. ‘That’d be
Donaghue’s patrol. What happened?’

‘I came
up late,’ answered the half-breed. ‘The Mexicans had most of the
horses killed and then they killed the troopers. There was about
fifteen Mexicans. They went south.’

‘Christ!’
said the marshal for the second time. ‘I gotta let Vickers
know.’

He motioned for Azul to stay as he crossed
the office and stuck his head out the door. A shout brought a
deputy, and a muttered conversation sent the deputy down the street
at a trot.

A few minutes later an Army officer came into
the room.

He had the chevrons of a major on his coat,
and under the neatly-trimmed beard that covered most of his lower
face his lips were tense,

‘Tell
me,’ he said.

Azul told him.

The Army man looked at the marshal, then at
Azul. ‘They went south?’

The half-breed nodded, not speaking.

‘About
fifteen of them?’

Azul nodded again.

‘You
didn’t go after them?’

Azul shook his head. ‘Why should I?’

The Army man looked him up and down. Then:
‘Forgive me, I should introduce myself: Ben Vickers. Major in the
United States Cavalry. In command of this stretch of the Border.
This is,’ he pointed at the lawman, ‘Marshal Jeff Howe. You
are?’

He left the question hanging.

‘Matthew
Gunn,’ said Azul.

‘I know
that name,’ Howe’s voice was harsh suddenly. ‘I read it. Wait!’

He tugged a drawer open and began to rummage
through a mess of papers. After a while he said, ‘Christ! Yes:
you’re called Breed, ain’t you?’

Azul nodded, letting the Winchester slide
down his arm so that the muzzle angled midway between the peace
officer and the Cavalryman.

‘You’re
lucky,’ said Howe. ‘You ain’t wanted here, else I’d hafta to take
you in.’

‘Maybe,’
said Azul.

‘Forget
it,’ said Vickers in a parade ground voice that cut through the
animosity in Howe’s tone. ‘He could be useful to me.’

He turned to face Azul, a smile coming out
from behind the beard, ‘I’d like to buy you a drink, Mr. Gunn.’

Azul shrugged and Howe glared.

‘Fine.
Let’s go.’

They went
out of the marshal’s office and down the street to a saloon
called The
Lucky Cow.

The frontage was pocked with bullet holes and
one of the big windows flanking the batwings was covered with
recently-nailed planks. Inside the air was warm and smoky, more
bullet holes showing in the walls, on a line with the door and the
shattered window. A handful of men were bellied up against the bar
or seated at the small tables scattered the length of the
low-ceilinged room. There were two haggard women in frayed silk
dresses and darned stockings encouraging the drinkers to part with
their money. A barkeep with a fringe of mouse-brown hair ringing
his glistening skull looked up as they approached.

‘Whisky,’
said Vickers. ‘The good stuff.’

The man stooped to fetch a bottle from under
the counter. Unlike the others shelved behind him, it had a label.
He filled two glasses and left the bottle standing between them.
Vickers raised his in a kind of toast. ‘Might be I got a
proposition for you.’

Azul swallowed whisky, not speaking; waiting
for the Army man to continue.

‘What the
marshal said was true.’ It was impossible to tell whether it was a
question or a statement, and he continued without awaiting a reply.
‘Matthew Gunn, otherwise known as Azul. Sometimes called Breed.
You’ve got quite a reputation, Mr. Gunn. You’re lucky there’s no
dodger on you in this county, or Jeff Howe’d have you locked up an’
waiting for the prison wagon.’

‘Maybe,’
murmured Azul. ‘Maybe not.’

Vickers ignored the implication. ‘You’re half
Apache and you know the territory. Both sides of the river.’
Vickers poured more liquor. ‘You’re fast with a gun and you can
track good as any scout. I could use you.’

‘For
what?’ asked the half-breed. ‘I’m just passing through.’

‘Listen.’
Vickers sipped his drink, his gray eyes thoughtful. ‘For around
four months now this area’s been raided by Mexican bandits. They
seem to know when there’s money around, and where it is. San
Jacinto, Placerville, El Paso, Ysabel, they’ve hit them all. The
banks have changed their delivery schedules and the stage line’s
altered its times and its routes. It don’t make no difference: the
bandits still take the money. They come in fast and they go faster.
They’ve escaped every patrol I’ve sent after them, and once they
cross the border my men are lost.’

‘There’s
a Ranger station at El Paso,’ said Azul. ‘What about
them?’

‘The
Texas Rangers have sent men after them, too,’ replied Vickers. ‘But
the Mexes always lose them in the hills. The Jornadas.’

‘That’s
rough country,’ murmured Azul.

Yeah.’ Vickers nodded. ‘That’s why I figgered
to trap them this side of the Rio Grande. I got word they hit
Placerville a week back. Figgered Ysabel would be next, so I sent
Lieutenant Donaghue to wait up on the river. That was the fight you
saw. It sounds like they knew Donaghue’d be waiting for them.
Anyway, they hit town all right. Come straight in like a regular
cavalry charge, shooting up the town and hitting the bank. They got
away with close on fifteen thousand dollars. Add what they took
outta Placerville and El Paso, and you’ve got around forty thousand
in coin and paper.’

Azul shook his head. ‘That much takes some
carrying. The men I saw were riding light.’

‘That’s
the crazy thing.’ Vickers nodded, looking worried. ‘The amounts
they been taking, they’d need a wagon – pack horses, at least – to
get it all clear, but they go out fast as they come in.’

‘Maybe
they cache it,’ suggested Azul. ‘Or there’s a wagon pick-up
fixed.’

It was Vickers’ turn to shake his head. ‘I’ve
had patrols turn over every goddam possible hiding place in three
days’ ride: there’s nowhere. Nor any sign of them transferring to
wagons. It just disappears, like the goddam bandits.’

‘So?’
Azul shrugged, and accepted a fresh drink. ‘What’s it got to do
with me?’

‘You’re a
tracker.’ Vickers’ tone was earnest now, and his gray eyes fastened
intently on the half-breed’s face. ‘And you can cross the border. I
want you to wait around and follow them. Find out where they go.
What the hell they do with the money. One man – you – could do
that.’

‘They
have to get it into Mexico somehow,’ said Azul, softly. ‘Knowing
where they go won’t help you: the Army can’t cross the
line.’

‘The hell
we can’t,’ snapped Vickers. ‘You find out where they’re going and
I’ll have a detachment backed up with Rangers go in after them. And
screw the regulations.’

‘Maybe,’
said Azul. ‘But there’s one problem.’

‘What?’
the major asked.

‘I’m not
interested.’ Azul emptied his glass and set it down on the bar.
‘I’m no hired scout, and I don’t owe Ysabel or El Paso a thing.
Like I said: I’m just passing through. So thanks for the drink, but
no thanks.’

Vickers’
face creased in an angry frown and
he tugged at his beard. ‘You just saw sixteen good cavalrymen
slaughtered. Don’t that mean anything to you?’

Azul
shrugged. ‘I’ve seen good cavalrymen slaughter Apache women. That meant something to
me.’

‘Jesus!’
grunted Vickers. ‘I’ll pay you. Regular scout’s wage.’

‘Give it
to a regular scout,’ said Azul. ‘I’m not interested.’

‘What
they say about you’s true.’ Vickers’ voice was harsh now, rising as
the anger took hold. ‘You’re just a goddam killer.’

‘But not
wanted here,’ Azul reminded him. ‘Goodbye, Major.’

He fetched a coin from his vest and dropped
it on the bar. ‘For the drinks.’

Vickers watched as he turned away, swinging
his saddlebags over his left shoulder and canting the Winchester
against his right. The major emptied his own glass and stamped out
of the saloon, Azul watched him go, then beckoned the barkeep
over.

‘You got
anywhere I can sleep? And get a bath?’

The bald man looked at him with red-tinged
eyes and shook his head.

‘Not fer
a goddam half-breed that don’t give a damn about them fine sojer
boys gettin’ killed I don’t. An’ don’t try to buy no more drinks
here. I ain’t servin’ you.’

Azul shrugged and walked towards the
batwings. Behind him, he heard the barkeep talking loudly to the
listening men.

He went out of the saloon and crossed the
street. It was busier now, work teams clearing the wreckage of the
two burned-out houses and storekeepers re-arranging their windows.
He went to the stable and asked the same old man who had checked
the gray stallion in if he could use the water trough, and sleep in
the loft. The old man agreed; for three dollars. Azul went out back
and stripped down, sluicing under the pump and rubbing his body
with sand. Then he dried himself on his blanket and went back
inside the stable.

The old man met him at the stall containing
the gray horse.

‘I took
yore money,’ he said, ‘so you can stay over like we agreed. But
that’s the last of it. You be gone come mornin’.’

Azul nodded, accepting the inevitable. Then,
as an afterthought, ‘How many folks from town went after the
Mexicans?’

The old man looked confused.
‘How many? None.
What we got the Army for? An’ the Rangers?’

‘Yeah," said the half-breed. ‘What?’

‘Don't make no diff’rence,’ grumbled the
oldster. ‘You ain't welcome here. I heard what you told the major
from Billy Angstrom.’

‘Who’s he?’ asked Azul.

‘You'll find out soon enough.’ The old man
dug a finger into his right nostril and flicked the pokings onto
the straw. ‘Ain’t fer me to say. But were I you, I’d get gone
now.’

‘You want to give me my money back?’ Azul
asked.

The old man shook his head. ‘We made a deal,
feller. I’ll stick by that. What you stick by, that’s yore
problem.’

He picked up a broom and began to sweep out
the aisle with a concentration that excluded any further talk. Azul
stowed his saddlebags and rifle inside the stall and went out onto
the street. He was hungry.

He crossed the street to the eatery. It was
early evening, a big yellow moon already showing in the sky,
looking waxy against the fading blue. It didn’t seem like word had
reached the owners of the restaurant yet, because he was given a
table and asked what he wanted. He ordered steak and hash browns,
with collard greens on the side. A pot of coffee. In the morning,
he decided, he would ride north and west, back into New Mexico,
taking his time to drift up into the Mogollons. His mother’s people
would be starting the movement south – those not already hiding in
Mexico, or settled on reservations – and he could go back to the
place where his parents had died. It had been a long time.

He finished his meal and settled the bill.
The woman who took his money was thin and grey haired. She had
worried eyes that got frightened as she told him he couldn’t eat
breakfast there.

‘It ain’t me,’ she said. ‘I don’t give a
damn who I serve. But if you come back, I ain’t gonna get no more
custom in this town. Billy said so.’

‘Billy?’ asked Breed.

‘Bill Angstrom,’ said the woman, looking
surprised that he didn’t know the name, and repeating it to be
sure. ‘Billy Angstrom.’

‘Fine,’ Azul stood up. ‘Who is he?’

The woman gulped and began to brush at her
bun of faded hair. ‘Just get out, will you, please?’

Azul got out.

The street was dark now, the sun gone
down over the horizon and the moon lifted up high enough that it
filled Ysabel with pale yellow light. The air was still warm, a
slight breeze blowing from the south so that the tumbleweeds
shifted nervously over the packed dirt. A black and white dog
scratched itself vigorously at the center of the street, yawned,
and slunk away under the sidewalk. A light glowed from the
marshal's office, another from The Lucky Cow. The rest of Ysabel was
in darkness.

Azul looked across Main Street to the single
small lantern burning above the door of the stable. He felt filled
and sleepy, pleased to be sleeping the night on hay, with the
familiar smell of horses around him, rather than in a bug-ridden
bed inside a dirty room. He stepped down off the sidewalk.

And a voice said, ‘Hold it, feller!’

Instantly he was awake. The voice had come
from the porch to his left, from slightly behind him. It was
threatening, but not dangerous; had the speaker wished simply to
kill him, he would have fired first and spoken after. As it was, he
had Azul's back covered – if his gun was drawn – but the half-breed
was turned sideways on, his gunhand hidden by his body. Instinct
settled his right hand close to the butt of the Colts Frontier as
he froze.

He waited, knowing he had a chance.

‘Turn
around.’ The voice sounded young, pitched up into hardness by
whisky and bravado. ‘I want to see yore face.’

He turned, and saw a man of around
twenty-one, wearing black leather pants and a matching vest. A gun
belt hung too low on his waist, and a wide-brimmed Stetson pulled
too tight over his eyes. He had black hair and a carefully-combed
mustache. The teeth were very white as he grinned.

‘So
you’re Breed. I hear you’re good. With a gun, I mean. Otherwise I
hear you’re just a dirty, no account spillin’ of a squaw
man.’

Cold rage filled Azul’s mind, and his
immediate instinct was to draw his gun and kill the man for the
insult to his parents. But training won out. There were two other
men leaning against the poles of the sidewalk, passing a bottle
between them. And he remembered something his father had told him
...

You’ll get insults thrown at you for what
you are. Don’t let them get to you. You let that happen, and you
lose the edge. You got nothin’ to be ashamed of. Remember that.

And the words of old Sees-The-Fox: Rage is a fine madness but it must be
channeled. Let anger control you, and you become stupid. Control
it; direct it; let it work for you. Against your enemy, so that his
rage destroys him, while yours keeps you alive to fight
again.

‘What do
you want?’ he asked, facing the man. ‘Who are you?’

‘Name’s
Billy Angstrom. I want to kill you.’

‘Why?’
asked Azul.

Angstrom laughed. A high-pitched sound,
almost hysterical. ‘Because you’re a goddam dirty half-breed that
don’t want to know about the bandits.’

Azul let his eyes flicker towards the two men
on the sidewalk. They had dropped the bottle now, and both were
standing with hands thumbed casually into their belts. Close to
their guns. More people were spilling out of the saloon, and others
from the surrounding buildings. No one looked friendly. He decided
that if he killed Billy he would be shot down soon after.

‘I’ll not
draw on you,’ he said. ‘There’s no point.’

‘The hell
there’s no point,’ snarled Billy. ‘Draw, you bastard!’

Azul shook his head and stepped forwards,
keeping his hands well clear of his waist. Billy dropped to a
crouch, knees bent and right arm hooked over his gun. Like he
thought gunfighters stood.

‘Draw,
you squaw bastard! Or I’ll kill you where you stand!’

Azul
wasn’t standing anymore. Instead he was coming forwards in three easy paces that brought
him within range of Billy Angstrom’s body as he launched himself
into the air and powered both feet against Billy’s
chest.

The move took the would-be gunfighter by
surprise. He cannoned back with his hand lurching clear of his
pistol. Spread his length in the moonlit dust and gasped as He hit
the ground. He spat and began to fist the Colt from the holster.
Azul rolled over, lifting to his knees and diving forwards to slap
his left hand over Billy’s wrist as his right came down to bounce
across the mouth. Billy spat blood and caught hold of Azul’s hand.
The half-breed ground a knee down hard against the right arm and
punched Billy in the stomach. Billy gagged, then tried to drive his
knees against Azul’s back. The half-breed ignored the kicking as he
reached over to take the Colt from Billy’s hand and toss it onto
the sidewalk. Then he shifted clear of the body and lifted to his
feet, bringing Billy with him. He came upright with his left hand
fastened on Billy’s shirt. His right splayed open, slapping back
and forth over the young man’s face.

He held him like that for a minute or more,
just holding Billy upright as
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