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	The Home of Great 

	Western Fiction

	 


Mexico 1914. The revolution was in full, bloody spate … Zapata held the south; Pancho Villa held the north.

	Mexico City was caught in the pincer grip of the rebel armies. But in Reynosa there was an answer to the Government’s siege: enough explosive to blast the rebels to hell. And a way to deliver it: a bi-plane.

	It was a new way of making war, a way to deliver death from the sky. The Gringos met it the only way they knew how … with bullets and blood.

	 


 

	[image: Image]

	 


GRINGOS 3: FIRE IN THE WIND

	By J. D. Sandon

	First published by Mayflower Books in 1979

	Copyright © J. D. Sandon 1979, 2022

	This electronic edition published September 2022

	Names, characters and incidents in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

	You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by means (electronic, digital, optical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

	This is a Piccadilly Publishing Book / Text © Piccadilly Publishing

	Series Editor: Ben Bridges

	Published by Arrangement with the Author’s Agent.

	Visit www.piccadillypublishing.org to read more about our books.

	 


 

	‘Shoot all the brave horses

	And how will we ride?’

	—John Stewart

	 


 

	For two good people: Linda and Jim.
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	Author’s Note

	 

	 

	THE TERM GRINGO is a colloquial Mexican expression for any white man. It is, essentially, meaningless. Its derivation is fascinating:

	During the early fighting in Mexico many North American soldiers of fortune flocked to the rebel cause. They chose, as a kind of battle hymn, the old folk song ‘Green Grow The Rushes’. Finding the words difficult to pronounce, the Mexicans abbreviated the opening words to gringo.

	 


 

	Foreword

	 

	 

	THE MEXICAN REVOLUTION which began in 1910 with the entry of Francisco Madero into Mexico, continued until 1920, leaving Alvaro Obregon the president of a reformed country.

	By then nearly all of the chief protagonists were dead. Madero was executed in 1913 by General Huerta, who promptly seized power for himself. In his turn, Huerta was deposed by the tenuous alliance of Venustiano Carranza, governor of Coahuila province, with the bandit revolutionary, Pancho Villa, and the visionary peasant, Emiliano Zapata. Huerta fled Mexico in 1915. In 1917, a new constitution was established.

	Zapata continued to fight for agrarian reform, and in 1919 was betrayed and shot dead. In 1920, Carranza was driven out by his chief lieutenant, Alvaro Obregon. In 1923, Pancho Villa was assassinated.

	The bloodiest period in a bloody war—one in fifteen Mexicans died in the fighting—was between 1913 and 1915, while the mistrustful allies were lined against Huerta. In the spring of 1914, they began a great push against the dictator. From Morelos province, in the south, Zapata moved on Mexico City; Obregon led an army down the Pacific coast; and Pancho Villa seized ten troop trains and rode a peasant army through the heart of Mexico.

	It was a ragtag army, comprised of peones, bandits, and women. They travelled with their horses and the guns they bought with the proceeds of Villa’s cattle raids, chanting La Cucaracha. The towns along the rail line were held by Huerta’s men, and each one had to be stormed and taken before the horde could move on.

	Villa himself was as much a bandit as a revolutionary, but his leadership and the loyalty he commanded were undeniable.

	So was his personal bravery. He may well have been as much interested in the loot to be taken as in the furtherance of the Revolution, but he would certainly have agreed with Zapata’s words:

	‘It is better to die on your feet than to live on your knees.’

	 

	J. D. SANDON

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	MEN DIE FOR a great many reasons, not all of them honorable or pleasant. Sometimes they welcome death—or accept it, at least—and die peacefully. At others they object, wishing to live.

	Jose Ortega wanted to live.

	He could see no reason why he should die, and objected most strongly. His screaming amused the dorados of Pancho Villa’s bandit army as they described in intimate detail the manner of dying they had chosen for the young federale. After a while Jose fainted and put a stop to the entertainment. It was, the revolutionaries thought, a comment on the spirit of the Army facing them: if all of the dictator Huerta’s troops were as chicken-livered as this one it would be an easy thing to follow Villa’s plan and go south to Medicino to take the trains. If the soldiers guarding the lines through to Torreon and Fresnillo and Zacatecas and Aguascalientes were of the same caliber, they should be in command of Celaya before the summer even got hot. And from Celaya, they would command the northern approaches to Mexico City. Then, with Obregon moving down the Pacific coast and Zapata to the south of the city, the capital would be surrounded. Like a bull forced back into its querencia, waiting to feel the kiss of the matador’s sword.

	It was late February, and the mountain-ringed plains of Coahuila province were chilly and cold; the dorados looked forward to the warmth of the southern highlands as much as to the fighting. And the looting that would follow. The bull was General Victoriano Huerta, self-appointed President of Mexico. His querencia was Mexico City.

	Jose Ortega had never seen Mexico City.

	He had never been captured by Villistas before, either.

	He was twenty-two years old.

	He was a trooper with the federales.

	Had been a trooper.

	Now he was just a young and very frightened man who wished he had never left his father’s little ranch in the mountains around Carichic to seek fortune and glory with the government troops. He wished he had ignored the blandishments of his cousin Raul and stayed a simple peasant boy. But he had listened to the tales of glory, wanted to join in the pleasures of command and respect that went with the gray uniform and the guns and the red flag that marked the federales as controllers of the people.

	And where was Raul now? Dead, that was where. Dead with three Villista bullets through his chest and a saber cut splitting his handsome face apart along with his fancy cap. Dead with blood all over him and urine staining his gray pants. The red of the blood was almost the same color as the red of their flag. But blood was brighter. It shone and bubbled and glistened when it came out of holes in a man’s body. It was very bright when the skin on a man’s face peeled back to expose white bone. Not white for long: the blood darkened the white, then got darker itself as the body emptied.

	Jose rolled on his side and dragged his knees up to his chest, thrusting his bound hands between them as though to draw warmth from the fetal curling of his shivering body.

	His crotch was damp, but he ignored that as he ignored the odor of his fear.

	Sweet Jesus and Maria! Will they really do that to me? Will they kill me that way? Dear God! Don’t let them. Please! Don’t let them. Let me die now. Let me choke to death. I’ll put my hands on my throat and press my fingers against my windpipe until all the feeling is gone. Forgive me, Father, for I cannot stand the thought.

	He lifted his arms and got his fingers braced on his neck. When he squeezed he began to choke and vomit. A Villista came over and poured water on his face and kicked him in the side, so that Jose groaned and began to drum his head against the cold sand.

	‘This one is anxious,’ shouted the dorado. ‘He can’t wait for tomorrow.’

	‘Then let’s do it now.’ A man rose to his feet. ‘We can put the torches in the sand.’

	‘Sí! Why not? Make it now.’ A new voice added agreement.

	The shouts got taken up by others and the dorados climbed up on their feet, accompanied by the soldaderos. The women shouted the loudest.

	‘Kill him now! They took our husbands and our children and killed them. Kill him! Now!’

	Jose was lifted up on his feet. Someone thrust a flask against his mouth and he tasted the sour splash of home-brewed tequila. Sucked the fierce liquor down his throat; gratefully. Felt his bonds cut loose. Then the tug of two men on his wrists.

	He was dragged backwards, dancing over the torchlit sand until he lost his balance and was hauled bodily over to a large, empty patch surrounded by spiky chollas and a thin spread of winter-dried mesquite.

	They dropped him on his back and knelt on his wrists and ankles while others hammered pegs into the hard ground. Then ropes were set about his limbs and he felt them pulled tight, stretching him in a spreadeagle position. He was able to lift his head. At least far enough to catch the glimmering of the torches set into the ground around his position; then the long line facing him: the line held by the screaming, hellion soldaderos.

	The line stretched out farther than he could see, but its light was sufficient to reveal the grinning faces of the men and the women peering at him. Or peering back to the end; where he couldn’t see.

	Couldn’t see. But could hear. Or sense.

	The clatter of Mexican spurs as a man climbed astride a Mexican saddle.

	The jangle of a concho-studded bridle.

	The shout and the thunder of hooves on hard-packed sand.

	A shadow blocking out the torches, coming closer as the sound got louder. Shouting. Then the sudden silence of inhaled breath. The pounding of hooves.

	Pain.

	The sliver of moon decorating the blue-black sky disappeared as the horse went over Jose Ortega. It disappeared at first behind the belly of the horse. Then it disappeared behind the blood-shot lids of his closing eyes.

	There was sound still. The sound of a man turning his mount to ride back up the avenue of torches. The sound of shouting. The sound of wheezing breath that he recognized as his own. The sound of screaming: again, his own.

	Then more pain.

	Then a second horseman.

	A third.

	A fourth.

	A fifth.

	Jose Ortega felt nothing after the second rider had danced the hooves of his animal over his body. He was still alive, but the damage of the iron shod hooves had crushed his ribs and ruptured his lungs and burst his belly so that all he felt was a great numbness that was beyond pain. The third horseman broke his face apart and the fourth rode it flat. The fifth man hauled his mount back so that it reared up and pawed its forelegs at the moon as its hindfeet stamped against the flattened corpse spread over the sand.

	The torches wound together and came closer. A few of the bearers grunted and turned away; most spat on the remnants of the federale. One soldadero lifted her skirts and pissed over the remnants.

	She was forgiven, because federales had killed her son and her daughter and her grandchildren and her husband. Because she had reason to hate the government troops.

	The camp settled back to its evening meal and its drinking.

	The war went on. Everyone knew that. Pancho was leading them down to the pickings of Mexico City. To the rich pickings the hacendados had kept for themselves for so long. Tomorrow they would take Medicino and ride south in style. On trains, like gentlefolk. Down to Torreon and all the other federale towns where there would be more sport and more killing. All the way to Mexico City and victory.

	The new moon shone pale out of a clear sky. There was no threat of snow to halt the advance. It shone on the clearing amongst the cholla and the mesquite, flaking shadows against the edges of the pits carved by the horses’ hooves. Bright on the blood oozing from the crushed corpse of Jose Ortega.

	From somewhere off on the plain, a coyote howled. Its cry was answered by three more scavengers. The howling got closer to the camp as the prairie wolves closed in on the corpse.

	 

	Cade Onslow spilled his coffee into the fire and watched the sparks dance defiantly against the dampening of the grounds.

	‘Why kill him like that? Was it necessary?’

	Pancho Villa shrugged, his narrow eyes closing up to shut out any expression there might have been on his round face. He touched his thick moustache and poured more pulque into his cup. Held the earthenware flask out to Onslow and said:

	‘Yes. We are fighting a war, Cade. We are fighting against men with guns that are better than we can buy. Men who obey orders. Like you did when you were with the American Army.’

	Onslow took the flask and filled his mug; then passed it on to Jonas Strong. He waited until the big Negro had filled up before speaking again.

	‘Why not just shoot him? Why make him suffer like that?’

	From across the fire Yates McCloud dragged his coat closer around his body and questioned Onslow.

	‘They’re fighting a real war down here, Major.’ He set a whole lot of emphasis on the word. ‘Like the North and the South.’

	‘Not quite,’ said Onslow. ‘It’s not very similar.’

	‘Not similar at all,’ said Jonas Strong. ‘The Civil War was all about how blacks should be used.’

	‘Damn’ right,’ grunted McCloud. ‘There’s times I wonder if I’m not on the wrong side.’

	Strong stared at him, then:

	‘Which side are you on, Yates?’

	‘My own,’ said the Southerner. ‘Just like any sensible man. I reckon to make a packet out of this war and live easy when it’s done.’

	Strong attacked the statement.

	‘So why are you staying with us? You’ve made money down here. Enough to buy a piece of action back in the States. Me an’ the major can’t go back on account of the US Army, but you could.’

	McCloud shook his head.

	‘Boy, you talk wide arguments. Maybe I got the same interests as you.’

	‘Don’t call me boy,’ said Strong. ‘I told you that before. 1 You do it again, an’ I’ll kill you.’

	‘Even bet,’ said McCloud. ‘I could take you any time.’

	‘Maybe,’ said Strong. ‘Maybe not. Pointless right now, anyway. I thought we came here to make money.’

	‘Damn’ right.’ Onslow spoke over his shoulder. ‘Why don’t you both keep it shut? Where’s the Kid?’

	‘Fixing up,’ said McCloud. ‘You know what he’s like if he don’t have his dope.’

	Onslow glanced at Strong, who nodded. Onslow turned back to Pancho Villa.

	‘Can you do it?’ The commander of the north sounded doubtful. ‘I can control my men, but I wonder about your Gringos.’

	Onslow smiled and touched his moustache.

	‘We can do it. Don’t worry: we can do it.’

	Villa nodded and stood up.

	‘Bueno. In three days’ time we hit the trains at Medicino. You guarantee to open the tracks.’

	‘Sure,’ said Onslow. ‘But you forgot one thing.’

	‘What’s that?’ asked Villa; innocently.

	‘The money,’ said Onslow. ‘You know damn’ well we don’t work for nothing.’

	‘Of course. The money.’ Villa hooked his thumbs inside his belt and shrugged. ‘One thousand? American, of course. It’s as much as I can give you.’

	‘It’s enough.’ Onslow nodded. ‘But in advance. We’ll need money to buy explosives.’

	‘Gracias.’ Villa parodied a bow. ‘You are most understanding.’

	‘De nada.’ Onslow grinned at the Mexican. ‘It’s a pleasure to work with you.’

	Villa smiled and looked hard at Onslow, as though seeking some hidden meaning in the man’s words. Then he shook his head, still smiling, and walked away through the lines of tents. As he passed, his ragged followers shouted greetings, cheering the leader who was taking them south to victory. Onslow watched him go, wondering what it was that set certain men apart from the horde. At first sight, Pancho Villa was not especially impressive: a round-faced Mexican of medium height and a tendency to plumpness. His eyes were narrow and dark, his moustache thick and black. He favored a certain flamboyance in his dress, showing a liking for conchos and silver threading, but that was not unusual amongst the pistoleros of the northern provinces. He had an easy laugh; could be charming when he wished. Or cruel. Onslow had seen him spare the lives of captured federales for no other reason than that he had taken a liking to a man’s face. He had also seen him stand prisoners in a line and see how many bodies a single shot would pass through. It depended on his mood.

	But there was something about him. Something that lifted him above the status of opportunist bandit turned revolutionary general.

	He was barely literate. His military decisions were quixotic, governed by impulse and emotion rather than logic. Yet he commanded an army that was ready to follow him into hell so long as he led the way. And he would. Courage was one quality Pancho Villa had in abundance.

	He also had, Onslow decided, that intangible asset, charisma.

	He was, simply, Pancho Villa, commander of the Army of the North.

	Onslow sipped his pulque and thought about tomorrow.

	‘You planning to let us in on the secret?’ McCloud interrupted his thoughts. ‘Or you gonna handle this on your own?’

	Onslow glanced at the Southerner, a momentary flash of anger thinning his lips. McCloud stared back, spoiling for a fight.

	He was bored. Bored with waiting for action, bored with sitting around the encampment while Onslow pored over maps or disappeared for hours while he advised Villa and his commanders on their military strategy. McCloud wanted a town. Bright lights and women who smelled of perfume, not the sweat and the cooking odors of the soldaderos. He wanted to taste bourbon again, and eat meat that wasn’t stewed in oil and mixed up with peppers. He wanted to soak in a real bath while a real laundry washed his shirt and pressed his clothes.

	McCloud enjoyed luxury. Would have ridden north to the United States if he weren’t still worried about the affair with the girl and the ‘accident’ that had put his name on the wanted lists. That, and the fact that the US authorities had a blanket warrant out for anyone connected with the mercenary band known as The Gringos.

	‘Well?’ he prompted. ‘You gonna give me an answer?’

	Onslow nodded, controlling his irritation: McCloud was a potential weak link, but the fast-tempered Virginian had useful contacts all over the border territory. And he was good with a gun. Very good.

	‘We need Jamie,’ he said. ‘When’s he likely to come round?’

	‘An hour, maybe.’ McCloud shrugged. ‘He’s getting better.’

	‘Yeah,’ said Onslow; drily. ‘We’ll wait until he can understand what we’re talking about.’

	‘I’ll go take a look.’ McCloud stood up. ‘I want some food, anyway.’

	Onslow nodded and slid the big Mauser from its shoulder holster on his left side. He sprang the ten-round clip loose from the pistol and began to clean the weapon. Across the fire, Jonas Strong was doing the same with the heavy Remington scattergun he favored. They worked in silence: professionals taking care of the weapons they lived by.

	Onslow finished with the Mauser, pushed the clip back into the box magazine and holstered the rapid-fire pistol. Then he set to cleaning the Colt .45 automatic he wore on his belt.

	It wasn’t an awful lot to show for near-on forty years of living, he thought: two pistols, a good rifle, and maybe one friend. He glanced up at Jonas Strong. The Negro was intent on his own duties, adjusting the carrying strap of the shotgun so that it would hang snug against his right side, ready to swing up and blast off at a moment’s notice.

	Jonas Strong: six feet plus of solid black muscle. A man to depend on. A friend to die for. Or with. They had been together a long time, the big Negro top sergeant and the major. When Onslow quit the United States Army to hunt the bandits who had killed his one other friend—deserted, by Army reckoning—Strong had come with him. It had been Strong who dragged him from the corpse of his murdered wife, helped him bury Linda, and then, phlegmatic, unquestioning, had joined him in the hunt for her killer.

	Cade Onslow wasn’t much given to introspection, but the memory of Linda, the manner of her dying, hurt him. It could still reach down into that secret, private place deep in his soul and sour his gut with the pain of the loss. Too many dreams had died that day he watched helplessly as the federale machine-guns tore his wife apart. Her dying had hardened Onslow, turned him from a disinterested observer of the Mexican Revolution into a savage fighting machine determined to help the rebels any way he could.

	Strong had gone with him then, too. Had waited, a hostage of the peasant revolutionary Emiliano Zapata, for Onslow to come back and save his life. 2 Never doubting, never questioning: trusting.

	Onslow snapped the clip into the butt of the Colt, forcing his mind back to the present. He picked up his mug and drank the last of the pulque.

	‘Let’s check the Kid.’

	‘Sure.’ Strong climbed to his feet, settling his battered hat on his dark curls. ‘Whatever you say.’

	 

	Jamie Durham—the Kid—lay on his back staring through the open flap of the tent. In the flickering light cast by the fires, his face was a macabre contradiction. Youthful, boyish even, it was a handsome face, topped by an untidy mane of fair hair. On one side. The left part was a mess of puckered scar tissue, purplish and ugly from beside his left eye to the line of his jaw. The scarring was the result of an accident with the explosives that were Jamie’s second great love, the accident that had introduced him to his first passion.

	He had been a corporal, then, with the Army Engineers. One of the youngest; and the best with any kind of demolition work. The mine that had taken half his face away had put him into hospital for seven months. Seven months of pain the doctors controlled with morphine. Seven months of steadily increasing doses as his body built up a tolerance. Seven months in which he became addicted. He had discharged himself, and the Army had let him go with his back pay. The money hadn’t lasted long. His habit ensured that whatever money came his way got used up fast, so he had looked for the only kind of work he knew: the kind that had scarred his face and crippled his soul. He drifted around the border, working the oil rigs and the mines, always accepting the most dangerous jobs—the kind that paid best. Somewhere along the line he had met Yates McCloud, and found the Southerner a useful man to have around when his supply of morphine was running low. What McCloud couldn’t produce immediately, he could always find. Somewhere. Somehow. It was one of the reasons McCloud was with the Gringos: he and Jamie were a team.

	Absently, the young man touched his face. Thought about putting on the leather patch he habitually wore to hide his deformation. Then decided against it as the warm waves of drug-induced contentment crept through his body and told him everything was all right.

	He sighed and stretched and went back to studying the fire.

	Onslow found him like that and resisted the temptation to try shaking him awake. It would have been useless, anyway: without his morphine, the Kid was no good; it was better to wait.

	Instead, the tall man in the worn black suit went over to his own tent and lit the kerosene lantern hanging from the pole. The yellow light illuminated a bivouac set out with military precision. Two bedrolls were spread tidily down the edges of the canvas, either side of a small wooden table on which were neatly rolled maps, a notebook and several pencils. A battered campaign chest served as locker and chair, the only other furniture
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