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  CHAPTER ONE


  CUCHILLO ORO PUSHED open the wooden shutters
and looked out through the glassless window at the main street of
Tyler Creek. He blinked several times against the harsh sunlight of
the New Mexico morning and this helped him to bring the scene into
sharper focus. But it did nothing to ease the dull ache that seemed
to be caused by his skull contracting to squeeze in on his brain.
He sucked saliva up from his throat and swilled it around in his
mouth. But when he had spit it out over the window ledge his gums
were as arid as before and the foul taste continued to coat his
tongue.


  “Was it
worth it?” he muttered softly in his native Apache language. Then
grinned out at the town, which was beginning to show the first
signs of waking to greet the new day. “Sure it was, you crazy,
hungover Mimbreños,” he growled, almost good-naturedly, in heavily
accented English.


  For awhile he remained at the window,
leaning forward with his hands on the ledge, the grin fading to be
replaced by an expression of deep-seated bitterness as he continued
to study the dusty length of Center Street and to contemplate the
futile reason he had got drunk.


  He was tall for an Apache—six feet, two
inches—and had a fine build, nurtured and developed to a peak of
physical fitness that would be envied by the vast majority of
Apache braves of his age who had chosen, or had been forced, to
remain on the rancherias of the Southwest. His age was, in fact,
twenty-two, and at first glance a casual observer might well
suppose this from the broad chest, the narrow waist with no
suggestion of belly bulge, and the muscular arms and legs of the
man. But a first impression would not take too much account of the
face—merely see it as a number of features contributing to a whole
that was handsome in the Apache way. Narrow eyes with coal black
pupils, high cheekbones flanking a classically shaped nose with
flared nostrils, a wide mouth above a resolute jaw—all this in a
frame of thick hair, which reached to his shoulders, as dark as the
eyes.


  Upon closer study, Cuchillo Oro appeared
older than his years, never more so than in his present frame of
mind as he silently surveyed yet another blot placed by the White
Eyes upon the homeland of the Apache nation. For bitterness
deepened the furrows scored across the bronzed skin of his face. It
also pulled his mouth into a twisted line and triggered a dull,
dangerous light in his eyes. Such an expression added countless
years to the age of the Apache brave, because it emanated from a
depth of feeling not normally possible in one so young.


  But, by his own rules, anything was possible
to Cuchillo Oro, and anyone with the inclination and the perception
to give the Apache more than a passing glance would likely decide
that this was an Indian who had suffered more than most—had
probably endured a far greater share of life’s harsher experiences
than many men of his own and other races who had twice or three
times the number of years behind them. For how else had he
developed such a vast capacity for hatred?


  It required only a slight inclination and no
perception at all to pinpoint one aspect of the Apache’s suffering
in the not-too-distant past. For he had a crippled right hand, the
index and middle fingers missing, and from the attitude of the two
remaining fingers and the thumb it was obvious they were virtually
paralyzed.


  As the Apache straightened from the window,
his expression becoming composed, he used the knuckles of the
mutilated hand to wipe the grit of sleep from his eyes. With his
good hand he drew from the waistband of his cotton pants the golden
knife from which he had derived his Spanish name, and smiled as he
examined it, turning it over and over in the sunlight that shafted
in through the window.


  It was an unusual weapon for an Apache brave
to possess. A finely made dagger of Italian origin known as a
cinquedea. Fashioned in the fifteenth century, it had a
double-edged blade with a needle-sharp point. Its hilt was of solid
gold, studded with precious jewels. The contour handle was of
ivory. Despite such adornments, the knife was perfectly balanced
for either stabbing or throwing.


  Since he had gained the knife—some said
stolen it—it had become his most prized possession, the value he
placed upon it completely unconnected with its material worth. It
was simply that the golden knife—the cuchillo oro—personified the
sole purpose to his life. Which was to survive for as long as it
took him to track down and kill the rightful owner of the
cinquedea—the hated horse soldier who had caused this Apache to be
known far and wide as “Pinner’s Indian.”


  “Hey,
redskin! Get your stinkin ass outta bed and start in to clean up
this crummy joint!”


  Far and wide did not include the border town
of Tyler Creek, for which the Apache was most grateful, and there
were very few events in the life of Cuchillo Oro that aroused a
feeling of appreciation within him.


  “I will
be but a short time, Señor Cabello!” he called, and was as good as his
word.


  Hurriedly, he replaced the knife in the
sheath at the small of his back and shrugged into the loose-fitting
cotton shirt, as sweat-stained and dirt-streaked as the pants. He
put on his worn moccasins and the black headband that served to
keep his hair off his forehead and out of his eyes. Then he stepped
out of the spartanly furnished, ten-by-ten room that had been his
refuge from humiliation for the three weeks he had been in
town.


  The door
opened onto a short hallway, which dead-ended to the right and to
the left was curtailed by an archway hung with strands of beads.
The hallway smelled of yesterday’s cooking, for the doorless
entrance to the kitchen was immediately opposite Cuchillo’s room.
As he pushed through the curtain of beads at the archway his
nostrils were assaulted by the malodorous atmosphere of the barroom
of the Conquistador Cantina—tobacco smoke, spilled liquor and the sweat of mens’
bodies. All of these foul smells contributed to an unwanted memory
of yesterday and the many days before.


  But
Cuchillo did not grimace or even wrinkle his nostrils as he stepped
out into the frugally furnished barroom, and this was not just
because, as an Apache living under the domination of the White
Eyes, he was familiar with the stench of squalor. On this occasion,
as on every other morning he had awakened in his tiny room off
the cantina, the
prime reason for his lack of response to his disagreeable
surroundings was that he knew he shared a portion of the
blame.


  “Jesus,
you look as bad as I feel,” the owner of the Conquistador growled. Then snorted. “But that don’t
make me feel no better, redskin.”


  Cabello glowered at Cuchillo, who responded
with a noncommittal shrug, which was as close as the two men ever
came to showing their true feelings for each other—their gestures
tacitly expressed a mutual disrespect, with which both had come
easily to terms.


  The Apache began work at once, first
clearing the barhop and half a dozen tables of the debris left by
the last patrons to leave the place the previous evening. Empty
bottles, glasses that were not all empty and heaps of crusted-up
cigarette and cheroot stubs. Next he wiped down all the surfaces he
had cleared, emptied the spittoons, swept the floor of old sawdust
and scattered fresh in its place. The light was murky, because the
door and window shutters had not yet been opened. But Cuchillo had
performed these menial chores so many times now, he could have
carried them out blindfolded. Perhaps a man without a hangover
might have found the oppressive heat more uncomfortable than the
half-light, but not so the Apache. For, as he worked, he sweated,
and it seemed to him that each bead of salt moisture squeezed from
his pores carried with it a tiny grain of the liquor he had
consumed the previous night. And thus were the bad effects of his
drinking gradually diminished as he worked conscientiously to
achieve a higher standard of cleanliness than Cabello demanded.


  The
owner of the cantina remained
in the barroom while the Apache worked, but paid no attention to
him. He sat on a high stool at one end of the bar, which stretched
along the rear wall of the room, shoulders hunched and chin resting
on the cupped palms of his hands as he studied an ancient and
tattered elementary-school primer designed to teach children the
rudiments of reading English. From time to time he unbent an elbow
to raise a tall glass to his lips and sip at warm, flat
sarsaparilla.


  Edward
Cabello was a Mexican-American who had late in life undertaken to learn
to read the English language, which he now spoke better than
Spanish. He was sixty-five and looked ten years older, mainly
because he drank too much and did not eat enough. He was six feet
tall and emaciated—his skinniness emphasized by the fact that he
had not purchased any new clothes in a long time and his old ones
had been bought to fit the larger frame that had formerly been his.
So that his blue shirt, black pants and once-white apron seemed to
hang upon him and only to touch his body where they were belted
tightly at his thin waist.


  His features were predominantly Mexican, the
sparseness of flesh under the dark brown skin of his face
accentuating the sharp angles of the bone structure. He was totally
bald and seemed to actively compensate for this by cultivating a
thick, drooping mustache, stark white in contrast to the gray
bristles that sprouted for three days on his jaw and cheeks before
he felt the need to shave. As far as Cuchillo was aware, Cabello
never bathed.


  Thus was
the man’s appearance in keeping with the cantina he ran—unkempt and only on nodding terms with
propriety.


  After completing his work in the barroom,
Cuchillo went back through the archway and turned into the kitchen.
Already the worst aftereffects of the drinking bout were gone and
the cup of coffee he drank as he prepared and cooked a breakfast of
ham, beans and grits unburdened him of all the discomforts, save
for a slight thudding sensation behind his eyes.


  When he took a plateful of food and cup of
coffee out to Cabello, his employer continued to ignore him and
began to eat, while maintaining his concentration on the English
primer. Cuchillo returned to the kitchen and opened the shutters
before sitting down to eat his own breakfast. The air that flowed
into the small room was already hotter than that which he had
breathed when looking out along Center Street. But, combined with
the aroma of freshly brewed coffee it served to mask the greasy
smells of old and recent cooking. And the view through the fastened
back shutters was in pleasant contrast to the Apache’s immediate
surroundings.


  He gazed
into the west as he chewed and swallowed his food—down a long
valley that ran between ridges of the Peloncillo Mountains toward
the border between New Mexico and the Arizona Territory. Tyler
Creek was at the head of the valley, and the Mexican section of
town was located close to the edge of a bluff. Thus, from any
window at the rear of the cantina it was possible to get a fine panoramic view of the deep
depression, which sliced arrow-straight through the jagged peaks in
this part of the mountain range. And at this early morning hour,
before the heat shimmer draped the terrain to move horizons closer,
it was easy to imagine that a man could see almost to the distant
California shore of the Pacific Ocean.


  It was at the edge of the great sea that
Cuchillo had last seen Captain Cyrus L. Pinner. But much further
north than California, where the country had a climate that was
pleasant to contemplate on the kind of searingly hot days that were
the lot of southern New Mexico Territory.


  On that last occasion when the horse soldier
and the Apache had come close enough to each other for their blood
feud to be ended, it was the cavalry officer who had almost
triumphed. And Cuchillo might have died many times since then, by
the hands of White Eyes with less reason to hate him than Pinner.
Up in the timber country of Oregon, or during the long trek south.
But he had survived, each brush with death serving to firm his
resolve to achieve his aim.


  No man, though—even a single-minded Apache
warrior like Cuchillo Oro—could drive himself indefinitely toward a
seemingly unattainable goal without taking time out. To rest and to
take stock and to plan his next move. Thus was he grateful to the
town of Tyler Creek and especially appreciative of Edward Cabello’s
attitude toward him.


  He had
ridden into this White Eyes community with the brand of extreme
caution experience had taught him to adopt, accepted by the
Americans and Mexicans who lived there to the extent of being
ignored. Which was more than any lone Indian had a right to expect
in such a place. The liveryman had grunted his consent to take care
of Cuchillo’s horse, and the Apache had been served a drink in both
the Mountain
Dew Saloon and
the Conquistador Cantina. Apart from the brief exchanges necessary for these
transactions to be completed, nobody had spoken to the travel-weary
Apache. Until Cabello had offered: “Two dollars a week and room and
board, redskin. You clean up the place and you cook what we eat.
Maybe you’ll get to drink without payin’. Some nights I get to
missin’ my wife real bad, and it ain’t good for a man to drink
alone. Not that way. Take it or leave it. You won’t get no better
work in this asshole of the U.S.”


  It had
been late at night The rest of the town was bedded down and there
were just the emaciated Cabello and the hungry Apache in the
cantina. A
lonely White Eyes who owned the roof over his head and a tired
Indian who needed a place to stay. Cabello could not have cared
less about the reception he received. Cuchillo could have survived
well enough out on the desolate terrain surrounding the town. Each
had known this about the other, and this knowledge had provided the
cornerstone of their relationship during the following three
weeks.


  For a
proud Apache brave, the work he had to do was demeaning—was squaw’s
work. But he found he was able to achieve some small degree of
satisfaction from it by reaching a higher standard than Cabello
demanded. This was solely for his own benefit, for the skinny
Mexican-American and the kind of patrons who used the
Conquistador
remained unaware that
the cantina was
cleaner than it had ever been since Señora Cabello had taken the stage for El Paso and never
returned.


  Cuchillo finished his breakfast and stood up
with a sigh. Then he became grim-faced in earnest concentration as
he moved closer to the window, peering along the valley at a tiny
snatch of movement upon its broad, still floor. Already the heat of
the early morning sun was generating a slick-looking shimmer in the
far distance. But, just before the advancing shroud of haze veiled
them, Cuchillo saw two riders heading along the trail toward Tyler
Creek.


  This established, he hurried to complete his
morning chores. First he retrieved Cabello’s plate and mug, the
breakfast only a quarter eaten and the coffee hardly touched. The
White Eyes ignored him. He ignored him again when, after he had
washed the dishes. Cuchillo went out into the barroom again and
opened the window shutters and the main door in front of the
batwings.


  Two old-timers—an American and a
Mexican—rose arthritically from the bench outside and shuffled
across the threshold.


  “Mornin’, Ed,” the toothless American greeted. “Glad to see
you re still doin’ your homework.”


  He and the squint-eyed, round-shouldered
Mexican chortled. Cabello grimaced as he slid off the high stool.
He drew two glasses of warm beer and delivered them to the table by
the door where the old-timers had seated themselves. Then he got
his English primer and joined them, eager, but not showing it, for
the day’s lesson to begin.


  Now the three men completely ignored
Cuchillo as he crossed to the bead-hung archway; this was the way
he liked it to be. But he was very aware of himself—for two
reasons.


  First there was the stink of his own body,
rancid with yesterday’s sweat, even more pungent in his nostrils
after he had opened the door and the window shutters so that warm
but fresh morning air filled the place. This was quickly dealt with
in the kitchen, where he stripped naked and used water from a pan
on the range to wash himself.


  But there was nothing he could do about his
height and his mutilated right hand—the blatantly obvious physical
features, revealing, to all men who knew of the long-standing feud,
that this was Pinner’s Indian. He could only expect the worst and
be prepared to deal with it.


  Standing
at the kitchen window, feeling clean and with the final effects of
the hangover gone, Cuchillo watched the two riders draw near to
Tyler Creek and found himself hoping they would trigger him into
positive action. For his stay at the Conquistador had served its purpose. He was well-rested and had
been, eating better than at any other time in his life—to such an
extent that his belly was starting to bulge. Not that food was
entirely to blame for this, he readily admitted. One of his major
faults was a liking for hard liquor and every night since his
arrival at the cantina, he had
been free to indulge himself in this respect. Sitting at a table
out in the barroom with the skinny owner of the place, drinking
steadily and not talking at all. Paying for what he had only with
his attention or even mock attention. For all Cabello required of
him after the last patrons had left was his presence
as
he told and retold incidents
good and bad, from his life with the woman who used to share
it.


  After the session on that first night,
Cuchillo had learned not to interrupt the ramblings of the old man
with either insincere sympathy or even simple acknowledgments.
Which had allowed the Apache to think his own thoughts, his
imagination running wilder the drunker her got, as his mind filled
to overflowing with vicious schemes to extract revenge from the
hated Pinner.


  Then Edward Cabello would pass out and
Cuchillo would lift him from the chair and take him to his room,
and he would go to his own sleeping quarters, to experience the
initial process of sobering up as he lay awake for a few minutes.
The thousand mental images of Pinner suffering excruciating death
agonies would fade and the Apache would begin to suffer himself.
Shame that he accepted the humiliation of working for Cabello for
such self-indulgent reasons. Bitterness that there was scant hope
of getting a line on the whereabouts of Pinner while he remained in
Tyler Creek, becoming bloated with food and liquor. Self-disgust
that he had got drunk of his own volition, fully aware of the
unpleasant symptoms he would experience when he awoke the next
morning.


  Now, as he watched the two riders out of
sight—the stagecoach trail took them to the right, went around the
bluff and made the final approach to town up the northern slope—he
shook his mind free of its uncharacteristically wishful thoughts.
And vented a low, but powerful curse in his native tongue as he
once more experienced shame, bitterness and self-disgust.


  The two
newcomers to Tyler Creek might or might not come to the
Conquistador
Cantina. They might or
might not see him. They might or might not see he was exceptionally
tall for an Apache and had a crippled right hand. Might or might
not have heard about Pinner’s Indian. Might or might not be aware
that the cavalry captain had posted a four-hundred-dollar reward
for the golden knife and a thousand-dollar bounty for Cuchillo Oro
alive.


  Whatever they did or did not know about him
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