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The black-clad preacher had led his people a long way: from Pennsylvania, across the prairies to the mountains of Montana. Led them trusting absolutely in the Lord to take care of them, tell them where to settle. They would ask help from no-one but the Lord.

	And the renegade bunch of Paiute Indians who’d cornered them asked no help either, would help themselves to provisions, blankets, money and finally to the preacher’s daughter. Took her, tied her stripped naked on the ground. Still the preacher forbade resistance for it was the Lord’s will.

	That was when Adam Steele took a hand. Didn’t know much about the Lord’s will but he knew the time had come to break His commandment about killing.

	And broke it again and again.
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	For

	Stan and Joy

	whose empty bottles mark some of my back trails
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Chapter One

	 

	THE MAN WHO stood on the fringe of a large expanse of timber, gazing impassively on as a band of Paiutes directed a hail of rifle fire at a line of six stalled wagons, looked almost entirely out of place in the landscape that surrounded him.

	For he was dressed in a pale blue suit with a velvet trimmed collar on the jacket, a yellow vest and a lace-fronted white shirt. Only the black Stetson and riding boots were exactly right for a man in the Big Belt Mountains of Montana up toward the northeastern end of the American Rockies. Maybe, too, the black buckskin gloves that fitted his hands so snugly.

	And the fact that every item of his clothing was the worse for wear, suggesting he had been away from cities for a long time: in the kind of country where opportunities to replace ill-used clothes or clean off ingrained trail dust were few and far between.

	His face, too, betrayed the first impression of a man out of his element. Especially when he was watching so implacably what appeared to be the prelude to wholesale slaughter.

	It was the face of a man approaching forty. With deeply tanned and heavily lined skin that revealed most of his life had been spent out of doors and far away from city comforts. The features were regular, ruggedly good looking at his present age: but founded on a basic bone structure that in earlier times would have given an impression of weakness.

	The eyes were coal black, the mouthline gentle in repose, the jaw firm. He was newly shaved this morning and did not wear a beard or moustache. He did maintain long sideburns, prematurely iron grey like the neatly trimmed hair on his head—showing just a trace of the auburn coloring of his youth.

	He was slightly over five and a half feet tall and built on lean lines: the way he held and carried himself hinting at the compact strength commanded by his physique.

	His name was Adam Steele.

	And if the Indian attack ended the way it was shaping up to do, the resulting slaughter he was about to witness would be nothing new to him.

	While he watched, he sweated. But the beads of salt moisture squeezing from his pores were caused entirely by the heat of mid-morning. And he used a grey silken scarf to mop at his sheened face, then hung it back around his neck and tucked the two diagonally weighted corners under the lapels of his jacket.

	Furthermost from his mind was the fact that this oriental weapon of strangulation was of no use against the whooping and hollering Paiutes. Likewise the throwing knife which was stowed in a boot sheath, accessible to his gloved hand through a slit in the outside seam of his right pants leg. He did not wear a gunbelt or carry a concealed handgun.

	Over a range of perhaps three quarters of a mile he could have done some damage with the Colt Hartford revolving rifle that rested in the boot on the saddle of his grey gelding waiting ten yards back in the pine trees.

	But this was not his fight. And the people cowering inside the line of Conestoga wagons were not themselves mounting any kind of defense against the Indians who were closing in for the kill. Unless they had some plan that required the Paiutes to gallop their ponies into point-blank range.

	And, abruptly, the Indians suspected something of the kind themselves: ceased firing their repeaters and brought their mounts to a rearing, snorting halt. Stared at the string of wagons and then anxiously in other directions. Seemingly only now realizing that not a single shot had been exploded toward them in response to their onslaught.

	Adam Steele was halfway up the southern slope of a narrow valley: had been brought to the fringe of the pine trees by the opening burst of gunfire. Reached his vantage point in time to see the ten buckskin-clad attackers racing their mounts out of rocky cover at the foot of the slope. To hit at a single flank of the short wagon train which had been heading west. And which, during the short time he watched, seemed to be totally deserted of human life.

	But obviously there were people aboard the Conestogas. Drivers, at least, who had hauled on the reins to halt the four-horse teams when the initial fusillade of rifle fire shattered the mountain stillness to threaten equine panic. Then had scrambled into the insubstantial shelter of the wagons’ canvas covers: to crouch behind the timbered sides as bullets cracked and thudded and ricocheted close by.

	A tactic which suddenly worried the Paiutes. Who had curtailed their violent advance some fifty feet short of their objective. Now sat astride their heavily breathing ponies in a straggled line: nervously aware that the wagons, menacingly silent, provided the closest cover.

	From the way in which the worried braves kept glancing at one of their number it was obvious he was their leader. And he was as concerned as the others: like them, constantly raked his suspicious gaze and the barrel of his Winchester along the line of bullet-scarred wagons. With fleeting looks up and down the valley and over his shoulder.

	If words were exchanged, they were not spoken loud enough to carry to Adam Steele. And when a burst of shouting erupted from the throats of the braves, he could only guess at the sense of what was being said: from the way in which rifles were raked to aim at a single target but fingers were stayed on the triggers.

	The cause of the excitement and the target for the ten repeaters was a piece of white fabric thrust out over the tailgate of the lead wagon: just a hand and a forearm exposed to wave the makeshift flag of truce.

	The Indians became silent: momentarily looking like a life-size carved tableau as they sat astride their ponies, Winchesters levelled from their shoulders. Then their leader canted his rifle to his shoulder and used his heels to signal his mount to advance a yard or so from the line.

	‘You wish to surrender to us, white men?’ he called.

	His English was good, marred by a gruff accent! The surrounding silence enabled his words to carry clearly to Adam Steele.

	‘We wish not to fight you! We wish to give you what you require in friendship! There is no necessity for violence and bloodshed! May I show myself without fear of—’

	The leader of the braves interrupted the elderly-sounding man with a single word in his native tongue: in a tone that indicated an angry curse. Then: ‘You talk of friendship, white man! There can be no friendship without trust! Without honor! We are of the Paiute nation! You have shown a flag of truce!’

	His words were heavy with contempt.

	The line of braves in back of him were gazing and aiming their rifles in all directions again: even more suspicious of a possible trap now. But all of them zeroed in on the same target again as the piece of white fabric was withdrawn. And a leg was swung out over the tailgate of the lead wagon: a rump and then another leg, the back, shoulders and head of the spokesman for the people aboard the Conestogas.

	A man dressed entirely in black, except for a short arc of white clerical collar at his throat. The hair which was clipped very short to his hatless head was also white. He was tall and thin and slightly stooped at the shoulders.

	Over such a distance, Adam Steele was unable to see his face in detail. From the white hair, stooped shoulders and slowness of his movements received an impression that the man was older than his voice had suggested. Close to seventy, perhaps.

	The priest advanced across half the distance between his wagon and the band of Paiutes with his hands held out in front of him, palms upwards and fingers splayed. All ten Indians watched him fixedly until he came to a halt. Then complied with an order from their leader to cover the silent wagons. There was a brief exchange between the priest and the top brave, their voices pitched at a normal conversational level so that Steele could not hear what was said. Then the priest turned his back on the Indians and began to shout.

	‘Be not afraid of them, my followers! They ask only for a share of our food! Step down from your wagons to show that we do not bear arms! They were driven to attack us by hunger, and past experience with whites who regard all Indians as hostile savages!’

	Tentatively, men and women emerged from the wagons. Some climbing over the tailgates and others appearing through the canvas flaps behind the high seats. All of them distrustful of the Paiutes with levelled rifles. Most of them fearful—some visibly quaking.

	A young woman from the lead wagon. A middle-aged man and woman from the second in line. A younger couple and two teenage boys from the next. From the fourth Conestoga an even younger man and woman who kept their hands clasped despite the difficulty this gave them in climbing down to the ground. Two elderly women and an older man from the next wagon in the line. And from the final rig another middle-aged couple and a man in his mid-twenties.

	Everybody dressed in hard-wearing work clothes: like they were farming people, except for the preacher. They stood nervously beside their wagons, the woman from the lead wagon in lonely isolation while the couples and families huddled close together.

	The priest nodded his satisfaction with the result of his request. Spoke a few words of reassurance to the people and then returned his attention to the leader of the Paiutes. Who in turn said something to the braves behind him, which caused them to boot their Winchesters and follow his actions to dismount from their ponies.

	But the tension remained high down on the floor of the valley, as the Indians moved away from their ponies and booted rifles. For each brave wore a weapons belt hung with a revolver, knife and tomahawk. And each stalked rather than walked, obviously poised to kill at close quarters if the situation demanded it. While it was apparent that the whites knew this.

	The exceptions to these attitudes were seen in the demeanor of the priest and the Paiute leader. For both seemed to accept the truce at face value—trusting each other and confident they had the authority to dictate the actions of their followers.

	Adam Steele could hear voices now, but none was raised sufficiently for the words to reach him clearly. And he watched for just a few more moments as, on the instruction of the priest, the whites began to offload some of their supplies from the wagons: and the braves took what was offered, transferring it to the pouches slung from the saddles on the ponies. Then, his face showing nothing of what he thought about events down on the valley floor, he turned and went back to where his horse was hitched to a clump of brush.

	Within the pine forest that cloaked this slope of the valley, it was very quiet and the screen of thickly growing trees acted to mute whatever sounds were being made by the whites and the Indians below. Just as earlier the timber had masked the clop of hooves and creak of axles of the wagon train moving along the valley as Steele rode unhurriedly toward it: totally unaware that he was not alone in this area of the mountains until the first volley of rifle shots shattered the stillness of the pine fragrant air.

	Now he unhooked a canteen from the horn of his Western saddle and squatted down on a fallen trunk. To take a drink, run a jacket sleeve across his sweat-tacky brow and wait for the business in the valley to be concluded. For a business deal was undoubtedly what it was. A trade, the outcome of which depended not on trust, honor or friendship. Instead, on the temperament of the brave who led the Paiutes. The lives of the priest and his followers in exchange for whatever the Indians decided they wanted to take from them. Unless the top man of the Paiutes demanded something that was not available or was simply toying with the whites. In which case the trade was merely for a few more minutes of life.

	And if this was the outcome, Steele decided as he recorked the canteen and stood up from the fallen length of rotting tree, he had no intention of intervening. To put his own life at risk in an attempt to save a bunch of people crazy enough to travel these dangerous mountains without a gun between them.

	Alternatively, he would sit it out up here in the cool, sweet-smelling shade until the Indians took their peaceful leave of the whites. Then ride down into the valley and along the westbound trail for which he had been looking for two days: ignoring the carnage of a massacre or tipping his hat to the people aboard the wagons as he passed them. In no hurry. Enjoying the peace and the loneliness and the beauty of the northern mountains. With a fine horse under him, saddlebags well stocked with supplies and an adequate stake of bounty money to buy whatever he needed in the next town he happened to enter.

	There had been no trouble that concerned him for several months now as he rode at an easy pace northwards up through the eastern Rockies. From the Sangre de Cristo Mountains of Colorado Territory, through Wyoming and into Montana. With brief stopovers at Denver and Laramie and a small town called Three Forks on the Yellowstone River. No trouble that concerned anybody until this morning, when the first burst of repeater rifle fire caused him to rein in the grey gelding and swing down from the saddle.

	It had been a more sporadic crackle of gunfire that had embroiled him in a violent search for a fortune in hidden money down in the south of Colorado Territory. The prize that had attracted him then had been the biggest one he was ever offered—and lost, if he did not count his birthright. And also discounted those very few people who had been near and dear to him.

	But having lost so much in the past, he was able to accept philosophically that he was not destined to share in a million dollars cash. And, during his long and lonesome ride toward no predetermined destination, he felt not a moment’s regret or resentment that his ruling fate had cheated him yet again. What he did feel was a new strength of purpose, founded on the resolve that in the future he would not put his life on the line unless he was one hundred per cent certain of the reward he was aiming for.

	And right here and now in the Big Belt Mountains of Montana, he required only to get down on to that easy riding trail in the valley. But there was no rush. And certainly no need to involve himself with the potentially lethal situation beside the stalled wagon train.

	He hooked the canteen back on the horn of the saddle and ran a gloved hand gently down the nose of the gelding.

	A man shouted with shrill anger.

	Several women screamed.

	A revolver shot cracked.

	The gelding snorted softly.

	Adam Steele murmured in his easy Virginian drawl: ‘Easy, feller. Seems our wait could be over, but I’m not looking to get into any heavy action.’

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	THERE WERE STRETCHED seconds of utter silence in the wake of the gunshot. Then a burst of loud talk, curtailed by a single voice shouting louder than the rest.

	Just as when the fusillade of rifle fire had surprised him earlier, Adam Steele had to consciously suppress the impulse to draw the Colt Hartford from the boot. And advanced empty-handed to the vantage point he used a few minutes ago. Came within clear sight and sound of what was happening in the valley just as the elderly priest commanded his frightened and angry followers into a renewed silence. And turned from looking at them to gaze at the Paiutes who were now in a close-knit group by their ponies, a woman held captive by two of the braves. While their leader aimed a revolver at the priest, who was holding out his arms again in a gesture of supplication.

	If anybody had been hit by the gunshot, the victim was still on his or her feet.

	‘You said you required just food, White Fox!’ the distraught priest pleaded in a shrill tone.

	The brave who aimed a gun at him over a range of six feet replied in a low voice. And what he said caused a young man to lunge from out of the bunch of whites gathered behind the priest.

	‘You’re not gonna take Wilma!’ he shrieked.

	The two Indians who held the woman stepped backwards and dragged her with them. While the others snatched the handguns
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