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	Far from his own hunting ground, Cuchillo Oro is roaming through Nevada when he sees a cavalry patrol taking up ambush position in a canyon. Undetected, he watches as a band of Shoshone braves rides unsuspectingly into the murderous crossfire.

	Enraged by the senseless slayings, he prepares to attack—just as a saddle bum sneaks up and sticks a rifle in his back. Captured and turned over to the troopers, Cuchillo learns they are planning to desert in search of buried treasure rumored to be somewhere in the Sierra Madres. But first they must kill him.

	Lying to save his skin, Cuchillo claims he knows the exact location and offers to lead them to the cache … in exchange for his life. Greedily, they accept—only to learn that the great Apache warrior has cunningly outsmarted them … by setting a savage trap across their path.
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	This is for Liz who has given her life to our children, 

	who is as ever-changing as sunlight through trees, 

	who gives me the reason for going on, 

	and who is, above all, my best friend.
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Chapter One

	

	

	DEATH LAY IN waiting in the baking heat of the Nevada afternoon.

	It lurked in the dark shadows behind the frost-shattered boulders that rested all along the deep arroyo. And it revealed itself in the glint of light off brass buckles, and in the faint click of carbines being cocked ready for action.

	A man riding into the steep-sided ravine would have thought that it was empty and deserted, with a lazy lizard, skittering from stone to stone, the only sign of life.

	But to a watcher on the brink of the nameless canyon, the ambush lay as clear as a coffin at a christening: the soldiers in blue, patient and still, waiting for the orders from the young lieutenant at the side, his saber ready drawn in his gauntleted hand.

	None of that patrol knew that they were being watched. Their officer had no idea that there was a trail along the top of the arroyo, nor that there would be an Indian up there, spying on his own careful trap. Leading out a section of ten privates from M Troop of the Fourth Cavalry, scouting to test out a whisper that there was a party of Shoshone braves out for scalps.

	For Second Lieutenant Bartholomew Bradstock, it was a strange and alien world. He had only joined the Fourth ten days earlier, arriving fresh and spruce from the East, and here he was hunting wild Indians. Admittedly he had been given the most experienced noncom in the regiment to help him out, but it was his command, and there wasn’t anybody going to take that away from him.

	He smiled happily as he waited for the Shoshones to ride carelessly into his careful ambush.

	Sergeant Milton O’Connell was a few yards away from the officer, whistling tunelessly through his teeth and taking a little time off to damn the fate that had sent him out after a few wild bucks with a shavetail who didn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground. At least most of the men were old enough to be relied on.

	All but one of them were veterans, who’d ridden with the cavalry for several months. In two or three cases, for years. One man, Subotsky, had been with the regiment longer than O’Connell, having served in that area even before Nevada was granted statehood a few years earlier, in 1864.

	The sergeant picked at his teeth, where a chunk of hardtack had lodged, spitting it out into the soft sand near his boots. He wondered about the other new man on the patrol. Jonas Wade, from Vermont. Admitted to statehood, 1791. That kind of fact was a sort of hobby with O’Connell.

	He wasn’t sure about Wade. He was a fair-haired boy, with pale blue eyes spaced wide apart, giving him a perpetual look of injured innocence. From what he’d heard about the camp, the sergeant knew that Wade was a bleeding heart, saying how the Indians were treated bad by the government. Talked all that pantywaist crap about treaties being broken. Treaties that were supposed to last “as long as the grass shall grow.”

	Sons of bitches! The best kind of Shoshone was a dead one. That was O’Connell’s simple belief, and one that had kept him going through dozens of border skirmishes.

	If this ambush worked out like it should, there would be a few more good Indians leaving the land in a few minutes. In the distance he could hear the faint padding of unshod ponies entering the arroyo.

	His lips pulled back from his teeth in a snarl of pure pleasure, he dabbed a bead of spit on the front sight of the Spencer and nestled the butt into his muscular shoulder.

	And waited. Knowing that the trap was well placed. Though Lieutenant Bradstock might think it had been his choice of location, it had been the big sergeant who had picked the ground, gently shepherding Bradstock away from selecting a fight at the mouth of the canyon where they might be surrounded and forced out from cover.

	As far as he knew, there would be no chance of that happening now. Not unless there was a back trail he didn’t know about.

	The thought made him uncomfortable for a moment and he rolled his head on his bull neck and squinted up at the black edge of the cliffs, a hundred feet above them, etched sharp against the deep blue of the summer sky. But there was nothing there, and he relaxed again, hearing the Shoshones coming nearer.

	

	The man on top of the canyon walls had moved back when he saw the sergeant look up, pulling himself into the cover of a jagged boulder.

	From where he was, perched like a snake in an eagle’s beak, he could watch the drama as it neared its climax. There were eleven Shoshone warriors riding easily along, talking and laughing. From the blankets and clothes draped across their ponies’ quarters it looked as if they had been on a successful raid.

	The gaunt rocks of the Independence Mountains towered away from him, seeming close enough to touch, though they lay a good day’s ride off. For a moment he considered squeezing the trigger on his own rifle, warning the Indians of the danger lying ahead of them.

	But the Shoshones were not his people. And he owed them nothing. Much as he hated most whites, there was no reason to bring a whole patrol of the pony soldiers crashing about his ears. There was enough trouble in his world without that kind of problem.

	In any case, the young braves would simply be paying the high price of stupidity in riding into a blind canyon without even a man out at point to warn them of any possible trouble. If they had been raiding, then they would have nobody to blame but themselves if they did not expect the men in blue to come after them.

	And the man who watched from the cliff’s top had never had any patience for fools.

	The young private, Jonas Wade, was dying to go to the lavatory. He lay in the sweltering heat with his thighs pressed uncomfortably together to try and hold on. Knowing from the noise that the trap was about to be sprung. Knowing that he dared not move except to shoot the rifle at the Indians who would be appearing in his sights at any moment.

	Along to his right, so close that he could smell the rank sweat of the man, was the lieutenant, only a year or so older than Wade and seemingly as nervous. He’d made a point of telling them all that they must watch out for each other. Wade had the grizzled Sergeant O’Connell to his left. So the veteran would be looking after him! And he, in turn, would have to look after the lieutenant! Wade swallowed hard at the thought of having an officer as his own responsibility.

	‘Ready!’ hissed the officer, getting ready for the agreed-upon signal with his saber.

	O’Connell didn’t think much of that idea. It smacked too much of West Point heroics. He’d rather have an officer who gave the signal for an attack by shooting the leading hostile out of his saddle. Only the Shoshones didn’t use saddles, of course.

	Wade tried hard to steady his breathing, wishing he were back home in South Strafford, Vermont, riding his own mare through the green forests, beside the singing waters of the streams. Not here! Not here where there was no water except what a man carried with him, where nothing grew except great spikes of cactus and rolling sagebrush.

	‘Sweet Jesus,’ he breathed, hoping that he wouldn’t get killed. Or even wounded.

	There’d been a corporal in D Troop hit twice in a Shoshone attack a week back: once in the knee and once in the guts. Wade shuddered as he recalled the screams, the high, thin cries of agony that had gone on until someone … O’Connell, he remembered, had punched the injured man in the jaw to silence him.

	He’d died a day later, his stomach infected and oozing stinking yellow liquid from the gash where the surgeon had tried to reach the bullet.

	Now it might be his turn.

	There was also the possibility of capture, but Wade managed to close his mind to that. The camp had been filled with older men ready with tales of what Indian women did to white men when they captured them—stories that were so horrific and monstrous that it was easier to discount them as ridiculous lies.

	When, of course, they were true.

	It would not be long.

	The watcher eased himself, rubbing the place on his elbow where he’d been resting on a rough piece of stone, staring intently at the panorama below him. Using his great experience of fighting to try and guess what might happen. Spotting the restless movement of the youngest man on the patrol. Who—he noticed now—had closed his eyes, afraid of what he might see if he opened them. Never having seen an Indian before, apart from the tame scouts they had back at camp.

	Knowing that the part of Nevada they patrolled was alive with Indians. Far to the east lay the land of the Pawnee, the Arapaho and the Cheyenne. Utes, Blackfoot and Crow to the north. And to the south and west was the territory of the dreaded Apaches, Mescalero and Chiricahua tribes. The Mimbreños Apaches, who had once been led by the notorious Mangas Coloradas, Old Red Shirt, who had given the whites such trouble a generation back.

	Wade suddenly remembered another name that he had heard talked of around the fires at night. Another warrior of the Mimbreños. A man who had become a legend around the southwest as “Pinner’s Indian,” for his bloody feud with Captain Cyrus Pinner of the cavalry.

	Cuchillo Oro.

	Golden Knife. Named after the antique dagger with the jeweled hilt that he always carried.

	Wade was able to smile at his fears of Cuchillo Oro. He was an Apache, and there wasn’t an Apache within several hundred miles.

	High above Wade the watching man stretched, ready to see what happened. As he moved the sun flashed off the knife in his leather belt.

	A knife with a jeweled hilt of gold.

	 


Chapter Two

	
	
	THANKS TO O’CONNELL’S cunning in preparing the ambush, the band of Shoshone braves rode into it as easily as if they had been a party of easterners cantering along on a sightseeing outing.

	Cuchillo Oro shook his head in amazement that warriors could behave with such reckless foolishness, making the task of the soldiers so easy. Even then, the men in blue nearly threw it all away, thanks to the hastiness of their officer, clearly visible to the watching Apache as he crouched behind his shelter, the saber ready in his hand.

	Bart Bradstock was thinking of the way the official report would read as he waited for those last tense seconds, fingers aching round the brass hilt of the 1860 model cavalry saber. He would be able to stop the joshing about him being a green new boy in the officers’ mess. His report had indicated around a dozen Shoshones in the party. That would look good. If it was true, he would actually be able to claim honestly that he had fought against a superior foe.

	The fact that he had ambushed that superior enemy from the safety of perfect cover was neither here nor there.

	O’Connell spent the last few seconds thinking about nothing in particular. Knowing that once the action started he would function as a perfectly constructed killing machine, loading and aiming and firing and ejecting and loading all over again, until the Spencer kicked hot against him, and the barrel warmed to his hands.

	Part of his mind wondered vaguely if there might be any women among the party. O’Connell enjoyed having men among prisoners. But he really loved it when there was women to torture.

	Wade knew nothing of that. He’d heard the men say that the sergeant was a tough bastard, but they would have said that about any sergeant in the U.S. Cavalry.

	Now, for the first time, Jonas was about to fire a gun at another living human being. Amplified by the sides of the canyon, the drumming of the hooves sounded as if it were right on top of them.

	In an attempt to keep from crying or messing himself, the young private ran through the field equipment detail that every man in the cavalry carried on active service.

	‘Sixty rounds ammunition and belt. Blanket and ground cloth. Canteen holding two pints of water.’  But his now held less than a pint.

	Cuchillo moved to a crouch, peering right over the edge of the drop to see the action that was about to begin.

	‘Five days’ food. One pound hardtack per day and three quarters of a pound of meat.’

	A small whirling tower of dust rose from the sheer walls, marking the progress of the Shoshone band.

	‘Saber, boxed in saddle. Colt .44 pistol and .52 Spencer rifle.’

	Lieutenant Bradstock clenched his teeth to keep himself from shouting out with the excitement of the moment, tensing the muscles of his legs as he readied himself
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