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A fabulous fortune in Aztec treasure was said
to be hidden away in the Guadalupe Mountains, all that remained of
the long-dead Tenoctitlan race. But finding it was the key, for the
Guadalupes were not only vast and dangerous, they were also
inhabited by Apaches who considered them to be sacred ground, and
had sworn to kill any invader.

Pedro Mantez knew where the treasure lay, but
before he could mount an expedition, he needed protection. He chose
to hire the best … Shane Preston and his partner, old Jonah
Jones.

Along the way they would tangle with robbers,
bloodthirsty Indians and, in some cases, their own obsessive greed.
Guns would blaze and men would die.

But the real enemy remained in the shadows
throughout it all, content to watch as the Mexican rancher and his
evil companions destroyed each other. … He was the Aztec god of
war, destruction and death!
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One – An Old Man Dies

 


Pedro Mantez first saw the rider against the
long, crimson veins of sundown that fingered the western ridge. The
horseman was moving slowly, almost meandering, a silent, stark
silhouette under the line of pecan trees. At first, Mantez decided
to ignore this drifting shadow, but suddenly the rancher reined in
his pinto as the rider picked his way past the pecans and headed
towards the Bar-M mesquite.

Mantez sat saddle, waiting, his
coal-black eyes fixed on the lone rider as he encroached on Bar-M
land, and finally the tall rancher figured it was time to take a
closer look at him. Almost instinctively, Mantez let his right hand
fasten like a claw over the butt of his gun, and turned the pinto
towards a crop of boulders that overlooked the mesquite shrubs and patches
of yellowing grass. During the past few months, rustlers had taken
a steady toll of cattle from the already rundown Bar-M ranch, and
if this trespasser didn’t possess a plausible excuse for being on
his land, then Mantez could be using his six-shooter.

The tall grass whispered against his
stirrups as he rode towards the boulders. Reaching the marbled
rocks, Mantez slowed his horse and cut between them to the crest of
the incline. The dark rider was right below him.

Pedro Mantez leaned forward in the saddle,
his eyes narrowing as he watched the drifting shape in the
mesquite. The horse had almost halted and its rider was like a
black hunchback in the grayness of dusk. For a long moment, the
rancher simply stared at the traveler as he began to sway in his
saddle.

A cold wind was coming across the mesquite,
whipping up dust, lashing the strange, lonely figure beneath the
rocks. Right then a gust seemed to blast him, and the rider lurched
forward, toppled and crashed downwards to sprawl face-down in the
dust. The Bar-M owner hesitated, then took his hand from his gun
and spurred his pinto down the twisting trail that dropped to the
grass. By now the sun was merely a fading glow on the darkening
canvas and Mantez was a shadow as he rode in the gathering gloom.
He was no longer concerning himself about whether or not the man
was a would-be rustler—the rider was obviously hurt, and that was
all that mattered to Pedro Mantez right then. He headed his pinto
around a giant sandstone boulder, reining in sharply just above the
fallen rider.

The man was a shapeless bundle, and when
Mantez threw himself from his saddle, the stranger’s sweat-streaked
bay ambled away. The rancher loped down towards the body, drawing
in his breath sharply as he perceived the reason for the rider’s
slow, aimless approach and his sudden collapse.

There was an arrow protruding from his
back.

Mantez scrambled down beside him and the man
groaned deeply as the rancher’s big hands touched his shoulder.
There was a large patch of matted blood and shirt fabric around the
arrow, and when Mantez’s dark eyes looked at the markings on the
shaft, one word escaped his tight lips.

“Apache!” He spat out his hatred.

The wounded man moaned as Pedro Mantez
slowly and carefully turned him onto his side. He found the man was
old, flabby, with long white hair and a stubby beard. His shirt was
torn, showing Pedro Mantez a bloodied chest.

“Easy—easy,” Mantez whispered, kneeling
beside him.

“Apaches—” the oldster
whimpered, confirming Pedro Mantez’s identification of the arrow
markings. The man’s face was twisted horribly, and his eyes were
white and bulging. “Damn-blasted Apaches! If—if it hadn’t been—been
for them—I’d—”

“Don’t try to talk,” the rancher murmured.
“Just listen to me. I’m gonna break that arrow shaft in your back,
leave it so there’s only the head in you. Then I’ll rope you to
your horse and take you into the nearest doc.”

“No!” The old man screwed up his face in
pain. “No! It—it’s a waste—of time! I—I’m done for!”

“There’s still a chance if we can reach that
doc pronto,” Mantez assured him.

The wounded man looked up into the rancher’s
bronze, angular face. He shook his head.

“Had that arrow in my back for—for three
days.” He winced as a tiny trickle of blood flowed from his mouth.
“Ridden—ridden all the way—from the—the Guadalupes—”

Mantez stared at him incredulously, then
lifted his eyes past the nearby ridge to where the dark, forbidding
outline of the towering Guadalupe Mountains broke up the fading
sundown.

“From the Guadalupes!” Pedro Mantez croaked
in disbelief.

“Now you know—why I’m sure I’m
gonna die—” the white-haired old-timer said hoarsely. “Three
days—with an Indian arrow—in my back—that’s too long for a man my
age.”

“Listen,” Mantez said gently. “You’re going
to that doc. Even if you reckon you’ve one foot in Boothill, we
might be able to keep the other one out.”

“You—you are Mantez?” the wounded man
wheezed, looking intently at him.

Taken aback, Pedro Mantez frowned. As far as
he knew, he hadn’t set eyes on this man before.

“I am Pedro Mantez.”

“Thank God,” the other said. He
reached up a shaking hand and grasped Mantez’s arm. “Knew—knew I’d
make the Bar-M if I just—just kept riding east—”

“But I don’t know you,” Mantez said.

“And—and I don’t know you,” the man
confessed. “But men—men have told me what—what you look like—and
what sort of a man you are! I knew enough to—to make my way here
after I got that arrow, Mr. Mantez!”

“Just who are you?” Mantez demanded.

“Name’s Abe Travis, Mr. Mantez,” he said.
“Remembered how folks—folks always said you was an—an honest,
decent man. If in trouble, someone once told me—Mr. Mantez is the
kind of man—to help. The man who said that was—was Ben Hendry.”

“Old Ben Hendry,” Mantez soliloquized,
recalling the destitute old rider he’d once helped out with a
part-time job and who’d sung his praises halfway across Texas. “You
know him?”

“Ben’s dead,” Travis informed
him. “Died a month ago. He—he was going with me on the—the trek to
the Guadalupes ... sidewinder got him first!”

“Too bad,” Pedro Mantez said sincerely.

He surveyed the wounded man. In many ways,
Travis reminded him of Ben Hendry, Who had one day ridden onto
Bar-M land and told the rancher that he’d heard of his generous and
hospitable reputation. And Mantez had lived up to that reputation
by giving him a job, clothes, food and a decent horse to replace
the decrepit old mule he owned.

“I’m gonna break that arrow,” Mantez
said.

Sweat-drops were beading the old-timer’s
brow and he looked like he was sinking fast.

“Mr. Mantez,” Abe Travis said, his voice
hollow and distant, “put your hand in—in my hip pocket.”

“What?” Mantez frowned.

“Please!” Travis implored him.

With a shrug, Mantez did as the old-timer
had requested, sliding his hand deep into his pocket. His fingers
closed around a cold hardness, and he pulled the object out.

It was a necklace of tiny beads.

“Hold—hold the beads up to the sun,” Abe
Travis commanded the rancher.

Pedro Mantez obeyed him, and the dying sun
glinted on the necklace. The rancher stared at it then looked down
at Travis.

“But,” Mantez said, with excitement in his
voice, “they look like gold!”

“Pure gold!” Abe Travis
whispered. There was a long silence, then the old-timer opened his
eyes wide. “They—they are pure gold, Mr. Mantez!”

“Hell!” Mantez exclaimed. He ran
his fingers over the piece of jewelry. “Where did you get this,
Travis?”

“Mr. Mantez,” old Abe Travis’ fingers
gripped the rancher’s arm, “I—I found the—the treasure of
Ten—Tenoc—”

“Tenoctitlan?” Pedro Mantez drew in his
breath.

Travis nodded.

“You must be mistaken,” Mantez said, forcing
a smile. He knew the legend, of course. Just about everyone in the
west of Texas knew the ancient legend of the Aztec treasure. “Now
look, Travis, I’ll just take you to that doc—”

“Mr. Mantez!” Travis pleaded. “You—you must
listen! When—when I found the treasure—and the Apaches wounded me—I
made straight for the Bar-M! I—I had no one to turn to—only the man
old Ben Hendry said was decent. You, Mr. Mantez! Knowing—knowing I
was done for—I just had to see you.”

“Why?”

“If a dying man made a—a deal
with just anyone—he couldn’t be sure—that the deal would be kept,”
Travis said.

There was trust on the old man’s face, the
desperate trust of a dying man. “But Ben vouched for you, Mr.
Mantez!”

“What sort of deal?” Pedro Mantez asked
him.

“I—I’ll tell you how to reach
the treasure,” the white-haired man croaked as another trickle of
blood oozed from his mouth. “It—it’ll be yours, Mr. Mantez! All
yours! A fortune in gold and silver! A fortune in precious stones!
All—all yours—if you promise just one thing to me, and I know
that—that you’re a man of your word!”

“What do you want me to promise?” The
rancher bent over him.

In the west, the sunset had almost been
swallowed up by the oncoming night. Only a vague orange glow tinged
a distant cloud.

“I—I haven’t exactly lived a decent life,
Mr. Mantez,” Abe Travis began, and the words came, jerkily.

Mantez felt like a priest in the
confessional as the oldster informed him that ten years ago he’d
left his wife, Verity, to become a prospector. For a decade he’d
wandered, panning for gold, and not once had he sent any money to
the woman he’d deserted in Chisos. Now, in the twilight of his
existence, Abe Travis had felt the pangs of regret. Verity Travis’
address was in his saddlebag, and he wanted some small part of the
treasure to go to her. Maybe her last few years could be made
easier. He was willing to trade directions to the Tenoctitlan
treasure for Pedro Mantez’s promise to assist his wife.

Mantez listened in silence until Travis
finished. He was touched by the old man’s pathetic trust in him,
and then his eyes became riveted upon the golden necklace. Once
again, Travis started mumbling, incoherently this time, but now
Mantez wasn’t listening. He was recalling all he knew about the
legendary loot which folks said was transported north by the
Spaniards after they sacked the Tenoctitlan Temple over three
hundred years ago. The story that had been passed down from
generation to generation was shrouded in myth. The Spanish soldier
of fortune, Cortes, had sacked the Aztec Empire in his drive north,
and his men had completely leveled the ceremonial temple of
Tenoctitlan. Carrying their loot of gold, silver and precious
trinkets, the invaders had surged north into what was now Texas.
With the soldiers had come the missionaries to bring the white
man’s God to the heathen, and Spanish missions had been
established. And it was into one of these churches that much of the
Tenoctitlan treasure had been placed, a mission at the base of the
Guadalupes called The Good Shepherd. It was here that the legend
became more specific. A curse, it was said, had followed the
fabulous loot, and soon after the friars received the treasure,
cruel Apaches swooped on the mission. The Indians killed the
missionaries and burned the church, but one friar, according to
legend, escaped and transported the loot to a cave. The Spaniards
had long since gone, but a few names—like that of Mantez—betrayed
the ancestry of some of the people living in the shadow of the
Guadalupes. Over the last three hundred years, there had been
expeditions to find the Tenoctitlan treasure, but none had been
successful. In fact, many had never returned. The mists of time had
come to cloud the legend, and only a few half-crazy prospectors and
gold-hungry riders had attempted to find the loot during the past
two decades—men like Abe Travis.

He glanced down at Travis.

“My—my saddlebag, Mr. Mantez,”
the dying man said hoarsely. “A couple more pieces I managed to
grab before the Apaches arrived when I was loading outside the cave
...”

Mantez stalked over to the sweating bay
horse and unstrapped the saddlebag. The wearied animal was swaying
with fatigue as it stood hock-deep in the grass.

The rancher felt inside the bag, his hands
grasping at a cold, metallic object. It was a silver bowl with
carvings etched in the sides. He delved inside again, and his
fingers closed around a tiny statuette made of jade. There could be
no doubt, Pedro Mantez told himself—the carvings and inscriptions
were from another era, and even these small objects represented a
lot of money. Somehow, this old prospector had come across the
treasure from another world, and if it was part of the Tenoctitlan
loot, there was a lot more where these pieces came from!

“Mr. Mantez!” Travis’ voice broke into his
thoughts.

“Yeah?”

“Have—have we a deal?”

Mantez stared at him. The prospector was
starting to convulse—he was almost gone.

“Yeah—sure we have a deal,” the rancher
said, his voice a fervent whisper. “You tell me how to reach this
treasure, Travis, and I’ll make sure some of it gets to your wife
in Chisos.”

“Enough—enough so she lives her remaining
years—in comfort?”

“Yeah ... yeah,” Mantez said,
impatience creeping into his tone for the first time. “Now! The
directions, Travis!”

The old man’s whisper was barely audible,
and the rancher had to bend right over him to hear the broken
words. For a moment, it seemed as if Travis was going to die as a
spasm gripped his body, but Pedro Mantez held his head up and the
prospector’s quivering lips continued to narrate the directions.
For three long minutes he told Mantez about the trail that led from
the charred ruins of The Good Shepherd, and finally he detailed the
sharp ascent to the cave which held the treasure. Travis gulped
blood and lay back, and Mantez slowly stood up. He let his eyes
fasten on the dark shape of the Guadalupe Mountains. Here, in the
dusk, the ranges rose like brooding ghosts, and right at that
moment a chill wind blasted the mesquite.

He glanced down at the prospector. His old
face was relaxed, drenched in darkness—and he lay motionless as the
wind whisked little puffs of dust over his body.

Mantez stared again at the mountains.
Somewhere, locked away in their deep, rocky vaults, was a fortune
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