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WHAT THIS STORY IS ABOUT

Ex-Pinkerton detective Joshua Dillard, gun for hire, took on the job of troubleshooter for a French theater company touring the West. Just routine bodyguarding, he supposed ... till he met the amazing Gisèle Bourdette, a publicity-hungry superstar ahead of her time, choking the 1880s New World puritans on their censorious piety.

Joshua committed the blunder of intimate liaison with an eager Gisèle, falling foul of her leading man and lover, Henri Rabier-Roget — a talentless hunk scourged by jealousy and the morphine habit.

Meanwhile, ruthless Borderland bandit “Loco Louey” Velarde was after the actress' unbanked takings, transported at her quaint insistence in gold coins.

And sensitive Lorena, daughter of domineering rancher and cow-town opera house founder Bennett Maxwell, resisted an unwelcome suitor.
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BORDERLAND BANDITS 
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The raw liquor pushed to Joshua Dillard across a slop-stained cantina counter in the last squalid township in Mexican territory bore no resemblance to the fine product proclaimed on the bottle's label. 

He was hot and trail-weary. Popskull whiskey he could do without. His temper snapped.

“What moonshine is this cougar's piss?” he spluttered.

“Cougar's peess, señor? I theenk not,” he was told in contradiction of his tortured gullet's evidence. “Muy bueno. Eet ees sheeped from the United States of Amereeca an' cost mooch dinero!”

“You're a double-damned greaser liar!”

Joshua knew a racket when he saw one. He'd lost enough to crooks in his lifetime. Big things. Consequently, there was nothing like being made the victim of even small-time thievery to get his dander up.

He picked up a heavy brass cuspidor and heaved it at his host's head, dispatching him to dreamland.

Bedlam broke out, with Joshua luckily not its sole focus. The motley patrons of la raza cosmica decided an untended bar meant all drinks were on the house. They rapidly primed themselves with tequila and mescal.

Fists swung and bottles flew.

But old Mexico was not the place for a solitary gringo to get stroppy. And besides, Joshua had had a bellyful of the enervating Mexican climate and the wind and the sand. He was already heading someplace else where he had paying business. To Argos City, two or three hours north of the Border. The job sounded kind of grand and interesting to boot . . .

A celebrated French actress on tour was about to play the local opera house, and ex-Pinkerton Dillard was hired to join up with her troupe there, to advise on her safety and protection as she progressed triumphantly from cow town to mining town across the barely tamed American frontier.

That Joshua's bank balance was dwindling — again — was reason enough for him to make haste to Gisèle Bourdette's side. But the reports he'd read were tempting, too. It seemed the actress, though capricious and out of favor with the prestigious Comédie Française in her homeland, was the most beautiful and desirable woman in the world.  (Or so she herself evidently had the compulsion and the appetite to convince its populations.)

Long a widower and not addicted to casual dalliance, Joshua Dillard was still a red-blooded male. The idea of holding this fabulous creature's pretty hand, while being paid for it, promised to be no bad deal.

So as general confusion and drunken disorder held sway in the cantina, Joshua took judicious advantage and snuck out of the insalubrious place and its entire neck of the woods ... before a hothead drew a gun, unsheafed a knife.

It was high time he hit the road anyhow.

*        *        *
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Joshua had forded the broad Rio in a hurry. He'd barely paused to sling Colt Peacemaker and cartridge belt around his neck to keep them clear of the chill water.

Now, riding north across southern Texas, he had the peace and freedom of the vast open spaces. The only life in sight was a flock of buzzards wheeling high in the brassy sky. He wondered at that. Inquiry — the habit of a lifetime — narrowed his faded blue eyes. With a flick of the rein ends, he sent his horse climbing to the rim of a sandstone bluff.

Joshua was well-mounted on a willing, range-bred black. A coat of this color was not universally considered to indicate grit — blacks were unfavored among men who worked with cattle, for instance — but Joshua had followed his own hunch in his choice. The black's “bread basket” showed he could carry food for a long ride, and crossing the two hundred yards of the Rio Grande he had proven a duck-like ability in the swimming water.

Joshua laid his hand in a gentle pat upon the animal's glossy neck. “Only an hour to Argos City, I reckon, hoss.”

He sat tall in the saddle on the eminence of the crumbling red bluff, the sun beating down hotly on the crown and broad brim of his Stetson and the dusty, square-set shoulders of his coat. In the scale of the huge, semi-desert landscape of gray and ochre and russet, his powerful figure was dwarfed. Nonetheless, he maintained a certain stature, had there been eyes to observe — an indefinable quality beyond the matter of size and his shabby garb.

From his vantage point, Joshua saw a bunch of cattle gathered at a waterhole. Nothing strange about that. But why the buzzards? Had one of the beasts been injured, or butchered by thieves?

He never knew himself quite why he did it, but when he rode down from the rim, instead of rejoining the meandering stage road, he picked his way through patches of brush and cacti, prickly-pear and ocotillo, toward the pasture. “Maybe I oughta push on to Argos City,” he told himself. “But I just hate mysteries and I'm gonna take a look-see.”

The buzzards soared and wheeled above on near motionless wings, like black ashes caught in an updraft from a burning pit. The ex-detective steered his course by them.

The bawling of cattle came to his ears; no need now for the buzzards' ominous signposting. A sloping incline formed part of the bowl around the animals' watering place. Hereabouts, coarse buffalo grass grew thickly.

There were some fifty head of them. They were long-legged, Southern cattle, pale-colored and of Spanish ancestry. Texas Longhorns. At frequent intervals, several of the beasts would bellow fractiously and paw at the ground.

Joshua noted they all carried the same brand — B-Bar-M.

He frowned in puzzlement at their strange behavior. Usually only the smell of blood would make them act in this cantankerous fashion, but when he drew nearer he got an inkling of the trouble. The irritable critters were red-eyed and gave off dry heat in visible shimmers. They were running a high fever, probably the infamous Texas or red water fever, fatal to less hardy breeds, but not necessarily to Longhorns.

So that explained it. He shrugged. “C'mon, hoss, we've wasted our time, I guess.”

Abandoning the detour, Joshua rejoined the stage road and proceeded north. Shortly, the trail wound past a clump of tall mesquites. The trees were dense, but really no different from any other patch of mesquite woodland in a transitional region where diverse species of vegetation were juxtaposed.

The black's ears twitched and his steps faltered. Weary himself, Joshua misread the signs of the horse's disquiet as the balking brought on by fatigue. He pushed with his knees.

“Guess we better get along, feller,” he urged. “Ain't no use resting up when we're practically there.”

Joshua was about to touch his spurred heels to the black's flanks when a gun spat viciously from the mesquites.

A slug whistled close by Dillard's head and the black reared up in sudden fright.

Joshua grabbed for the worn and cracked butt of his Peacemaker. He was a professional fighter and the greased cutaway holster was tied securely to his trouser leg to assure smoothness in drawing. The familiar iron was in his fist and spurting back lead before another shot could be fired at him. But when the next shot came from the thicket, it wasn't one but a whole five!

At this point he figured the faster he moved, the better. He was purely outnumbered by the bushwhackers, whoever they were, and it made more sense to be a moving target than a sitting one. He pulled the black's head around and struck off at a zigzagging gallop away from the road.

His assailants emerged from cover in pursuit. “Mexes!” Joshua grunted, turning in the saddle to glimpse them.

The band rode sinewy, under-sized ponies and even without their sombreros, the sallow skins and black mustaches would have made them unmistakable. They were dressed in coarse white cotton and with the crossed bandoleers affected by Mexican guerrillos. Dark eyes glittered with the lust for murder.

Joshua wondered if he'd been pursued from the cantina in Chihuahua. But he quickly discounted that. He'd ridden too fast to have been overtaken, and even the Spanish pride that might be part of the Mestizos' heritage did not demand vengeance for what had been a bar-room brawl. More likely, these were opportunist road agents — hungry raiders from a land that had been wasted over the years by armies and governments from both sides of the Border till rancher and peon alike were reduced to a pitiful poverty.

It was apparent they had been waiting here patiently for some time, probably watching his approaching dust banner. They had been patient, too, not using their carbines, but lying low in the thicket till they had him dead to rights, virtually eyeball to eyeball.

He did not try to get another shot off; his plan was to get out of their hand-gun range pronto. So he holstered his own weapon and adopted the old Indian trick, sliding down to lie along the black's side to dodge the wild lead they might sling at him.

Off trail, the going was rough. “We dare not go breakneck, hoss,” he gritted. “Or we'll do exactly that — or bust a leg mebbe.”

To be dismounted would be to be dead. Mindful of the risks, Joshua spurred the black only lightly. Impelled by the Mexicans' gunfire, the beast needed little encouragement. But the black had come a long way and was tired, while the waiting ambushers' inferior mounts had freshness on their side.

Before long, Joshua knew they were being overhauled.

Joshua slipped out his Colt again. The lie of the land suggested that northwards were more level plains where his horse could possibly outrun the Mexes' ponies. But that was guesswork and took no account of the fatigue factor. He would have to show a dissuasive hand right now, to curtail the chase.

His pursuers were gaining on him, coming closer and closer. He heard the hammering of their hoofs right behind him now. More cracks of gunfire and a twitch at his sleeve told him the bandits were too close for comfort.

Swinging the black at right angles, he hefted his six-shooter and aimed at the leading Mex, squinting along the barrel. The conditions did not lend themselves to fancy marksmanship. If he hit the Mex or his mount anywhere, so well and good.

Joshua let the revolver's hammer fall.

The bullet thudded into the rider's chest, spilling him from the pony's back so that he tangled with its hind legs. The animal lost its footing and collapsed in a hurtling ball of dust and thrashing limbs.

Wild human and animal screams rent the air. There was consternation and pain and anger. And fear.

“That's given the sonsofbitches something to think about,” Joshua approved. But he was also thinking himself, fast. The respite could not last. Though he carried a Winchester stowed in a saddle-boot, he had just two cartridges left in the cylinder of his Peacemaker, since he always kept one chamber empty to avoid accidents. Sanctuary northwards remained uncertain. Thus he preferred to gamble on what he already knew.

A desperate, rough-and-ready plan took shape in his mind. Joshua swerved back the way he had come. The capable black called up hidden reserves of strength and fairly leaped across the arid rock and through the patches of stunted brush.

The Mexicans regained control over the frightened wits of their ponies, dug in their spurs, and resumed the manhunt.

Guided by the circling buzzards, Joshua ran straight for the herd of half-wild Longhorns slinking around the waterhole.

The outlying bulls, acting sentinel, raised their heads, scenting him.

Under normal circumstances, and full of grass and water, the cattle would be docile, excepting maybe for protective cows with yearling calves. Stampedes were caused by hunger and thirst, and triggered by the unexpected — a flash of lightning, a clap of thunder, a harassing wild animal.

For his tactic to succeed, Joshua was counting on the edginess brought on by the sickness he had seen in these animals. Fever would have given some at least unquenchable thirst. And he thought he could provide the stimulus to get the herd running.

The tetchy bulls raised their heads. Red eyes glowered at his headlong approach. Then they bellowed.

Joshua's hopes soared when one pawed the ground and tore up grass with its horns. Flirting with danger, he galloped closer before firing his Colt over the ailing beasts at point-blank range. 

Up went the bovine heads and they made off at a thundering pace. Panic quickly infected the others and they lumbered after the leaders.

For Joshua, it was now a case of putting the surging tide of flashing hoofs and tossing horns between self and Mexicans.

And that was exactly what he did in short order.

The Mexicans' ponies were not trained cattle-horses. Nor were the men themselves experienced or equipped as vaqueros, though it was from men of their race that the Texan cowboys themselves had first learned the art of herding cattle on horseback. Without the tricks of the trade, Joshua's drygulchers were forced to retreat before the bawling mass, while their quarry skedaddled down its farthest flank.

Even so, one sombreroed rider was engulfed. His terrified pony tried to turn amid the hot, stinking bodies of the jostling beeves. A big-framed cow, all of a thousand pounds, hooked curved horns under the obstructing belly and threw pony and man bodily over her head. They fell screaming onto the backs of the following cattle.

In moments, both had vanished — crushed and trampled beneath the grinding, pounding press of heavy flesh and bone in unstoppable motion. 

When the fifty head of cattle had passed by, Joshua Dillard was a small plume of dust on the horizon, putting more ground between himself and the men who had tried to stop him.

The three Mexicans still breathing did not try to follow him. Sickly-faced, they scurried away on their ponies like dogs whipped to within an inch of their lives.

Back once more on the road to Argos City, Joshua was dust-covered and running with sweat. He slackened his hard-pushed black to an easy canter. “Sure is one thing ... them there dago highwaymen will think twice before pulling that stunt again,” he told the horse.

At this time, it had still not struck him that he might have been anything else than the random victim of robbers or Border malcontents.
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Luis Velarde was a man with two faces. To the peons of the borderlands, and to his own falsely proud self, he was a courageous rebel leader, challenging the feudal-minded rancheros and the rich gringos who were seen as natural persecutors. Robin Hood under another name in another clime.

But to the Anglo society of the South-West and its peace enforcement officers, such as the Texas Rangers, Velarde was “Loco Louey”, a brutish Mexican bandit chieftain whose gang had rustled stock, robbed banks, stuck up stagecoaches and killed honest lawmen.

His hideout was in poor country off the higher back trails where few men traveled. The canyon was a fertile oasis in the barren, wind-scoured desolation. The few unfortunates who ever came upon it by chance did so suddenly, topping a rise and working around a narrow ledge with a sheer drop of close to a thousand feet. In the midst of the towering, jagged rocks was a dense stand of live oak containing a sizable clearing where mean adobe hovels and foul-odored jacal huts were set around a rill.

Only one structure looked sound — a long, steep-roofed, stone-walled posada, with hitch racks out front. This was Loco Louey's own private dwelling, from where he ruled an empire of crime that straddled the Border and took in, besides general thievery, the cultivation, manufacture and trafficking of narcotics and the “protection“ of perdidas — the lost ones — toiling in small-town brothels. 

When Velarde's surviving trio of shot-up, shaken-up pistoleros reported here from
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