
        
            
                
            
        

    
	[image: Description: Doc2.jpg]

	The Home of Great 

	Western Fiction



	




	

	The Doubleday brothers had left him, brutally beaten, to die in the desert. Somehow, Cuchillo survived, and swore to avenge the vicious attack. Andy was the first to feel the thrust of the Indian’s fabled golden knife … Stan was next .…

	As he faced his avowed enemy, Cuchillo knew that his life trembled on the edge of a knife. Moving very slowly he put his right hand into the pocket of his trousers and pulled out the coins. With a wide sweep of the hand, the Apache warrior opened his fingers, revealing the golden glint of the money, the last rays of the sun making them sparkle and glitter in his hand.

	Now the white man would pay for his mistake—and the legendary Hernando’s gold could claim its last victim. For Cuchillo Oro, this was sweet, savage revenge—worth more than the treasure he had risked his life to find.
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	In 1851, in the Terre Haute, Indiana, Express, John Babsone Lane Soule wrote: ‘Go West, young man!’ This book is dedicated with great thanks and admiration to Stan Corwin who has taken the whole works and done just that with such success.

	



	

	
		Chapter One



	
	HE’D NEVER LIKED summer. No, never at all. The heat always prickled at him, making him irritable and mean.

	He’d been riding his small wagon southward from Truth Or Consequences for three days. Three days that had been the nearest thing to hell that Benjamin Robinson had been able to imagine.

	The trail had been brutal, ripping its jagged way through stark mountains. His eyes were tired and raw from the constant baking glow of red and fiery orange. Splintered boulders and mile after mile of sand, stretching out to the sun-dimmed bowl of the horizon.

	The unshaven cavalry officer he’d met a half day out of the township had warned him about the results of taking that particular trail.

	‘It’s called “Jornada del Muerto”,’ he’d told him.

	Benjamin Robinson had precious little Spanish, beyond knowing how to curse and threaten. And tell prospective customers just how much each of his whores cost for ten minutes in the back of the wagon.

	‘What’s that mean?’ he’d asked.

	‘It means the “Journey of the Dead Man”,’ the young officer had replied.

	Eight miles ahead of the rattling wagon a man lay on his side at the edge of the rough trail. There was dried blood around his nose and mouth, and purple swellings on both cheeks that partly closed one eye. As he lay, half asleep, his head cradled in his arms in the slightly cooler shaded side of a large boulder, his right hand moved, scratching at the fragments of rock. Or, what remained of his right hand did so. It had been hideously mutilated, with ridges of old scarring at the palm. The thumb was gone and part of the fingers.

	The man was an Apache. A member of the Mimbreños tribe. Tall and solidly built, wearing a thin cotton shirt and trousers. He appeared to be weaponless, but as he rolled in an uneasy half sleep, there was the shape of something hidden in the small of his back. The shirt was untucked, and it fluttered in the scorching wind, revealing the hilt of a knife in a worn leather sheath. A great triangular knife, with a hilt of gold studded with uncut gems. A weapon of great age. A cinquedea, as the Spanish Conquistadores called it.

	The man’s name was Cuchillo Oro.

	And he was a distance along the road toward death.

	
	It was still a long way to Fort Thorn.

	The mules that Benjamin Robinson had bought for hard-won gold were spavined and ailing. Seeming hardly able to set one hoof in front of the other. He cursed them and cracked a whip at the leader, bringing a puff of red dust and no other reaction. A wheel grated on a rock and the whole rig lurched to one side, bringing squeals from inside.

	‘Shut your damned mouths!’ he snapped.

	There was a muffled voice asking how long before they could camp.

	‘I figure ’bout another ten miles or so. That could bring us maybe close enough for me to ride in on the horse tomorrow and bring fresh water and food and all that, so we can go on in looking like a Jim-dandy outfit and not like three old sluts a dog dragged in from under a tree.’

	There was a rustling noise inside and the wagon shook as someone jumped down from the tailboard. Then twice more. Robinson didn’t bother to look round, staring sullenly ahead into the shimmering distance as they rolled on. Hearing the crunch of feet on the sand, and knowing that his ladies were going to register yet another protest.

	‘Ben.’

	He took no notice of the voice.

	‘Ben!’

	He spat over the side, finally looking round at the speaker. As he’d expected, it was Sarah.

	There were the three of them, stumbling along together, faces masked with dust, streaked with runnels of sweat down the sides of their noses, and along the lines of their chins.

	One Irish, fat as a sow, red hair matted over her spotty shoulders. Rosa, she called herself, though Benjamin knew her real name was Bridget. Arrived over from the bogs of Ireland eighteen years ago at the age of fourteen, and had drifted casually into whoring, finding it a natural activity for someone whose favorite pastime was lying flat on her back picking her nose.

	There was Evita. That wasn’t her name either. Benjamin had won Evita in a rigged game of poker four years ago from a drunk trapper up in Montana. She was around five feet tall and weighed at least two hundred and forty pounds. Evita was an Indian, probably Oglala Sioux, the trapper thought. He’d called her ‘Squaw,’ never bothering to give her a proper name. At least Benjamin had done that for her, making sure she was fed regular. Evita never spoke more than one word at a time, and never smiled. But she screwed up a storm and was always popular with the johns who came lining up whenever they hit a town.

	Benjamin was a student of human nature, like all pimps, and he’d noticed that Evita, despite her dirt and gross body, was more popular with the better-educated men. He’d puzzled nights over that, deciding that it must be that they liked the contrast between her rank acres of flesh and their own starched and whale-boned, whey-faced bitches of wives.

	But Sarah was the best.

	And the worst.

	‘What in hell you want, Sarah?’

	‘We want some water.’

	‘There ain’t none to waste.’

	‘Ain’t wastin’ it, you miserable old bastard! We want to drink it!’

	He shook his head. Sadly. That such a pretty girl, and such a damned fine lay, should also be the lippiest female he’d ever had the misfortune to set his eyes on.

	Sarah was only about twenty-three, as near as he could reckon it. With a face as round and yellow as the sun, with narrowed almond eyes, she should have been called ‘Peach Blossom’ or ‘Moon of a Thousand Heavenly Delights.’ But her name was Sarah Rogers and she was out of San Francisco.

	Chinese mother and a wealthy father who ran a private school for the education of the daughters of rich merchants. That was where Sarah had gotten her lip, Benjamin always thought.

	Bright as new paint and damned good with money. After the first week or so she’d taken charge of all the money the outfit made. And he’d noticed that she was careful to put a little by for herself each month. Wrapping up the creased and dirty dollars and posting them off. Making sure he never saw where they went.

	He’d asked her about it once, and she’d told him it was to be her future. The look in those beautiful eyes told him not to press it further. Sarah was expensive, but she was the most popular. She really seemed to enjoy what she did. And she was the only whore who’d ever worked for Benjamin Robinson who wouldn’t let him touch her. Not unless he paid the twenty-five dollars like everyone else. He’d blustered and threatened and she’d smiled up at him in a manner that turned his blood cold.

	‘You’re much stronger than me, Ben,’ she’d said. ‘And you could surely take me if’n you had a mind to. But if you did, then I’d come callin’ on you one night, late, and I’d take a kitchen knife and I’d make sure you never stuck that in any girl ever again.’

	He knew with a sick certainty that the girl meant it, and he’d kept away.

	‘We’re thirsty, Ben,’ she moaned, wiping sweat from her eyes.

	Evita stood at her side, eyes locked into some nameless dream, fingers absently rubbing her right breast, so that the nipple stood out through the cotton of her shift.

	None of them were wearing more than shift and drawers, finding the heat intolerable in dresses. The customers liked to see whores in red satin and frills and laces. Benjamin Robinson believed in giving his customers just what they wanted, and the shiny dresses were neatly folded in trunks in the back of the wagon, ready for the next town.

	‘You just all got to wait. I tell you that it won’t be long.’

	
	It wouldn’t be long for Cuchillo Oro.

	It had been a bad beating. The two white men who had stopped him on the trail and drawn guns on him before he could reach for his own pistol had been so contemptuous of him that they had not even bothered to kill him.

	They had made him get down and remove the gun-belt, then hit him over the head with the barrels of their handguns, kicking him into unconsciousness with their boots while he lay on the sand.

	It happened that they hadn’t bothered to search him, as Apaches didn’t very often carry anything worth the taking. So the knife had stayed hidden.

	And that was a foolish mistake on the part of Stanley and Andrew Doubleday.

	Because if they’d known who it was they’d taken with such ease, they’d have treasured him like he was made from gold. Which was one way of looking at him.

	Cuchillo Oro, the lone warrior of the Mimbreños, was a legend in the Southwest. ‘Pinner’s Indian’ was what they called him, on account of the bitter feud that had lasted for around three years now, between the Indian and a cavalry officer named Captain Cyrus Pinner.

	It was a long and bitter tale, much embroidered around night fires, but the bones of it were simple. It had been Pinner who had mutilated Cuchillo as a punishment for stealing the cinquedea that he claimed was his. And it had been the officer who had slaughtered Cuchillo’s young bride, Chipeta, and his newborn baby, Troubled Night.

	It had been a costly murder. Cuchillo had taken the lonely trail of vengeance, and many white men and women had died as a result of his anger and bitterness. Apart from the little schoolmaster, John Hedges, it was as rare as snow in summer for the tall Apache to find a white man that he could not hate and keep hating. There had been two or three. A woman. Even an officer from the pony soldiers.

	Cuchillo lay still, husbanding his energy with a miserly care. Many men, even men of his race, would have given up the struggle long hours back, relaxing into death. But Pinner’s Indian was not that sort of a man. He would fight with every breath and keep on fighting.

	As he looked up at the shimmering blue of the sky, Cuchillo thought back to the young officer with the hair like red flame. Lovick. Charlie Lovick, had been his name. A lieutenant in charge of D Troop of the Fourth Cavalry.

	It had only been a week or so earlier. Cuchillo had been captured by a group of Army deserters, and had saved his own life from them by pretending that he knew something of the whereabouts of the legendary lost fortune of Hernando’s gold. The soldiers had believed him and taken him along on a ride marked by torture and bloody murder. Finally, they had been captured by a patrol led by the young lieutenant, and Cuchillo had been able to escape. But Lovick had shown himself prepared to be friendly toward the lone Apache.

	Cuchillo Oro was not the kind of man to forget that sort of friendliness.

	
	The girls had climbed back into the wagon, tiring quickly of the walk through the shifting sands that whispered at the turning of their feet. Sand so hot in the sun that it blistered even through their boots. Benjamin heard them bickering in the back over a game of cards and cursed them under his breath. Though he had a fair amount of gold salted away here and there he still looked for the one big deal that might make him rich for ever. Rich enough to go and live on Nob Hill in the coolness of the West Coast.

	His stubbled chin itched and he took his right hand off the reins to scratch it, squinting ahead into the afternoon heat. Seeing nothing. Hearing nothing but the noises generated by his wagon. The wheels rattled over a stone on the trail and the rig lurched to the left, shifting his well-padded buttocks and making them ache even more.

	‘Goddamn this goddamned place!’ They’d warned him about taking the Journey of the Dead Man, but he’d traveled all over the country in the twenty years he’d been running girls around. Oregon to Florida and most places in between. Seen a winter in the Rockies when he’d had to bathe his whores’ thighs to get them unfrozen. Summers when you could have fried an egg in a plain pan in the midday heat. If you’d had any eggs to fry.

	That thought spurred on to another. A time over near where John Sutter had built his mill and struck gold. Camps had leaped up quicker than fleas on a horse blanket, and Ben Robinson had been there. Eggs had been so scarce there that
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