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THE FACE OF DEATH

Brady took a deep breath. He was tempted to bring the Winchester to bear and open fire. But Brady couldn’t force himself to do it. He wanted vengeance, but he wasn’t an assassin. He wanted to look Gallup in the eye and tell him what he thought of him, tell him why he deserved to die. He wanted Gallup to know it was Dan Brady’s bullet that tore through his body. It would be harder that way, riskier too. But that was just the way it had to be.

Brady got to his feet, not caring whether anyone saw him. He climbed into the saddle, keeping the Winchester out, braced against his thighs.

He wanted justice.

And now he was going to get the chance to make it happen...





Chapter 1

HORSES, GOD LOVE THEM, they were a pain in the butt. Beautiful, graceful, spirited, necessary animals. But a pain in the butt, nonetheless. If Dan Brady had only known how much trouble a few horses could be, he might have thought about some other way to make a living. Lying in the tangled undergrowth at The Wilderness, minié balls clipping the leaves over his head like crazy locusts, he had kept his head down, and on, by planning the rest of his life. It had been crazy to think there would be a rest of his life, but he knew he had to think about anything but the war if he wanted to survive it.

He had seen too many zealots, and too many fools, take the war seriously. He had seen most of them buried, too, and the raw earth looked so much the same waiting for them, he wasn’t sure there was a damn bit of difference between the two types. Now, trying to make ends meet and keep a roof over his family’s head, he understood what had driven those men. He had been a zealot of another kind, and now he felt like such a fool he knew there was no difference.

And building a corral was no picnic, either. He tossed his hammer onto the stack of raw lumber intended for the fence he wondered if he’d ever finish. Stepping back to measure the distance with his eye, he realized he was less than half finished and had just run out of nails. It was just as well, too, he thought. He was so tired he doubted he could lift the hammer again, let alone drive anything into the stubborn timber. His eyes stung with sweat, and the flies were driving him crazy. Reaching for his canteen, he cursed at its lack of heft, unscrewed the cap, and tilted his head for the last few drops of water. It was now as empty as the nail keg. He threw it onto the boards, and it rattled and bumped all the way down the stack, an old drunk falling downstairs.

“Dan, why don’t you take a break, honey? You’ve been at it all morning.”

When he turned, Molly was standing right behind him, her smile a bit strained. He hadn’t heard her coming, and her voice had startled him.

“Can’t afford to. If I don’t get this damn fence built, we’ll be chasing horses up and down the valley for a month. It was tough enough rounding them up once. I don’t want to do it again.”

“You look exhausted.”

Brady grunted, then flopped on the ground next to the pile of wood. He looked up at his wife, but with the bright sun behind her and the sweat in his eyes, he could barely see her. He patted the dry grass to his left, but Molly shook her head.

“I can’t stay. I just wanted to know when you’d be ready for dinner.”

“I’m ready now, I guess. But I’m too damn tired to eat anything. And I have to go into Nogales.”

“Whatever for?”

“Need some more nails. Wes Fraser told me I didn’t buy enough, but I wouldn’t listen. Now I got to make another trip. And listen to him say I told you so without really sayin’ it.”

“Can’t you go tomorrow?”

“Nope, I can’t. I can’t waste a whole afternoon when I’m not half done with this corral. And I got to work on the barn some, too.”

“At least eat something before you go.”

Brady didn’t say anything. He knew Molly was right, and he was hungry. But there was so much to do, it seemed as if he could work around the clock the rest of his life and still not be finished. He nodded, and she took it, rightly, to mean he would eat before he went into town. He didn’t feel like it, and he didn’t feel like hitching the team, and most of all he didn’t feel like listening to the squeak of the wagon all the way into Nogales and all the way back.

He looked back up at Molly, but she was gone, had left as silently as she had come. He wiped his hands on the seat of his pants as he rose, then checked his palms for new blisters.

Molly was already inside as he crossed the yard, kicking idly at clumps of dusty grass. He couldn’t understand how she kept her spirit in so damn dry, and godforsaken, a place. Horses, hell! He’d be better off back East, working for somebody else. At least he wouldn’t have to worry about paying his bills. He’d draw a wage, and spend what he made. This was too damn risky. But maybe it would get better when the corral was finished, and he could add to the small spread. Maybe, but he wouldn’t count on it.

As it was, he knew Fraser had been right. He shouldn’t have planned on nailing the corral together in the first place, but if he was going to do it, he should have listened and bought more nails, like the storekeeper had told him. He had a lot to learn. He was already learning there were better ways of doing things out here than he was used to. But that was cold comfort. He scraped his boots on the rough-bristled brush nailed alongside the sill, and pushed open the door, waving away a few flies that tried to slip in with him.

“Where is everybody today?”

His wife answered without turning, buttering two thick slabs of dark, heavy bread, and carving several thin slices of chicken to finish a sandwich for him. “They went over to the Marshall place. Jenny has a new bunch of puppies. She told the children they could have their pick.”

“Just what we need, another mouth to feed.”

“Dan, it’s not that bad. But if you think so, maybe we don’t belong here. Maybe we should go back East.”

“That’s what I’ve been thinking.”

“Do you want to, I mean really?”

“No.”

“Then why should we? We haven’t given it a chance here, yet.”

“It hasn’t given us a chance, you mean, don’t you?”

“I guess. But it’s not like you to give up so easily.”

“Easy? Is that what you think it’s been? You think I been playing games out there every day for a month?”

“No, of course not! I mean you’re usually so stubborn, I don’t understand why you’re willing to give up now.”

Molly brought the sandwich to the table and poured two glasses of tea before sitting across the table from her husband. He watched her sip her drink and wondered whether he was being fair to her and to their children. He hadn’t promised her a paradise, but secretly had hoped New Mexico would be one. Maybe not right off, but with a little help from him. Hell, even Adam and Eve had had to work in their paradise. Why not Dan Brady?

It wasn’t possible to hope for that any longer. It was all he could do now to hope they’d get through the next few months. She never complained, and there were times when he knew she wanted to. There even were times when he wanted her to, just so he wouldn’t feel alone in his disappointment.

The people of Nogales and the surrounding country had been cautious but friendly. Some of them had even pitched in to help build their cabin. It was nature that was hostile, not the natives. And he wasn’t used to that. Arid New Mexico was a lot different from Michigan.

It was beautiful, all right. Even Molly had commented on the color of the mountains off to the northwest, how bright the purples and blues were in the morning, before the sun bleached all color out of the earth. But he hadn’t come for scenery, and neither had she. They wanted to build something of their own, together—something to leave the children. But it was tougher going than either of them had expected. He didn’t want to quit, but he didn’t want to be pig-headed, either. Molly was right, he was usually stubborn, but he wanted to change that, too, when he came out here.

One thing he hadn’t shared with her was his intention to make himself over as surely as they hoped to make over their lives. That was his secret, and the thought of letting her in on it only to have to admit failure was more of a risk than he had been willing to take. Better to harbor the secret, keep it close, let her notice it on her own one day, maybe years ahead, sitting on the gallery and watching the sunset.

In the war, he’d learned some things about himself he didn’t like. New Mexico was supposed to be new country, and he’d been determined to be a new man. For himself, more than for Molly, though he hoped she’d notice the change and think it an improvement. Looking around the dreary, inhospitable kitchen, Molly was the only thing he saw that he wouldn’t trade to be someplace else. And he wondered how long she could remain impervious to the aggressive climate. Her figure was as good as ever, her hair still as black as coal. But he thought he noticed a strand or two of gray. At thirty-one, she was too young, so he didn’t ask.

Mornings in front of the shaving mirror, he’d seen changes in himself, too. The smooth pink cheeks, like apples his mother said, had developed a little character, lines that had as much to do with worry as the strong sun of New Mexico, whose bronze had buried the pink. He was still tall, nearly six feet, but his back felt a little tired, as if it wanted to bend under the weight of a heavy burden he couldn’t see in the mirror but knew was there all the same. His hair was the same dirty blond, and the scar under his left eye was still there, the same little buttonhook curl. Continuities, he thought, ways for him to recognize himself, just in case there was any doubt. A hundred and eighty pounds of determination, that’s how he liked to think of himself. But it was getting harder and harder to keep on thinking like that.

Suddenly, unbearably confined by the bare-bones kitchen, he pushed back his chair. “I got to go, honey. No sense waiting all day. The work can wait longer than I can.”

“When’ll you be back, Dan?”

“Soon’s I can.”

As he crossed to the barn, he examined it, noticing ruefully how the amount of work it needed seemed to grow as he approached. At a distance, it looked rather picturesque, he remembered. Now, he seldom got far enough away to appreciate it. Hitching the team, he bounced out the gate and onto the none-too-parallel stretch of ruts that pretended to be the road to town. The countryside was dry, mocked by the snow on the distant mountains. Almost too white to look at for long in bright sunlight, it was ironic that so much of the water needed to make life more bearable was locked in a beautiful, sterile fastness that would, he knew, lose much of its charm if he drew closer.

Nogales was little more than a collection of boxes, no two the same size or shape. They seemed to have been made from the same shipment of lumber, and certainly had been bleached gray by the same unforgiving sun. The streets were bone dry, the dust so deep each transit left a trace that vanished with the first gust of wind. And that was usually not long in coming, and usually too hot by half when it got there.

Fraser’s General Store was a center of activity second only to the Double Eagle Saloon. The only things Wes Fraser didn’t sell were whiskey and women, both of which could be had at the Double Eagle, and for about the same price. The latter he knew by rumor only, but didn’t doubt it. It was harder to find good whiskey than a woman down on her luck in this part of the country.

Brady pulled his wagon up to the front of the store, locked the brake, and wrapped the reins around it. He stepped down to the rickety wooden walk that joined the strip of commercial buildings, and walked to the back of the buckboard to lower the tailgate. He’d be out with a load in his arms and didn’t want to add to the pain in his back by having to pick anything up twice. Before entering the store, he looked up and down the street and didn’t see a soul. Apparently he was the only fool willing to brave the heat.

The shade of Fraser’s was no cooler than the open air, but at least he was out of the sun. So far out, in fact, that he had to blink twice before he could see anything. Wes Fraser was in the back room, but spotted him as soon as he came in.

“Dan, what brings you down here today? Forget somethin’?”

“Need some more nails,” Brady said softly.

“What, nails? Hell, you already bought half a damn keg, just the other day. Didn’t lose any on the way home, did you?”

“Nope. Bent a few goin’ in, though. What kind of crap you selling these days, Wes?”

“Don’t try to skin me, Dan. I told you you’d need more’n you bought.”

“What can I say, Wes? You were right.”

The merchant laughed and wiped his hands on his apron, showering his feet with fine flour dust from the sacks he had been stacking in the storeroom. “What can I sell you today, Mr. Brady?”

“More nails and some wood softener, if you got any.”

“Wish to hell I did, Dan,” he said, laughing again. “I could sell more’n I could stock, for damn sure.”

“I reckon you would.”

“How many nails you want?”

“You tell me.”

“I think another half-keg ought to do, ’less you plan on going right to work on that barn.”

“Not in this life, Wes. I do need some other things, though,” Brady said, pulling a list from his jeans.

“Why don’t you just give that list here, and I’ll fix you right up.”

As he reached for the paper, a shaft of sun flashed across the counter, and Brady turned to see three cowboys entering the store, horsing around and shoving one another through the narrow entrance.





Chapter 2

“HEY THERE, MR. FRASER,” the tallest of the three said, more loudly than necessary. “How you doing?”

“Cody, I’m fine. How are you?”

“All right, all right, there, Wesley. All right.”

“You boys know Dan Brady?” Fraser asked.

“Nope,” Cody said, turning to Dan. “I don’t.”

“Dan, this here’s Cody Fallon, and them other two boys are Jim Anderson and Don Gallup. Don’s the ugly one.”

Dan smiled and reached out to shake Fallon’s hand, then stepped to one side to do the same with Anderson and Gallup. It was obvious from Fallon’s breath he had been drinking. So had the others. Anderson shook perfunctorily, but Gallup ignored Brady’s offered hand. “Nice to meet you,” Dan said, not certain he meant it.

“I’ll be with you boys in just a minute,” Fraser said, looking at Dan’s list again.

“Don’t feel like waiting, Wes,” Gallup said. His voice was husky and whiskey slurred. “Specially for a stranger.”

“Well, now, Don, you’ll just have to. Dan was here first, and he ain’t no stranger.”

“Is to me, Wes.”

“But it’s my store, Don.”

“Horseshit!”

“Come on, Don, wait your turn.” Fallon laughed. “We ain’t in a big hurry anyhow.”

Gallup walked to the end of the counter and hoisted himself up, his spurs rattling against its front. “Ain’t got all day,” he mumbled.

“Don’s right,” Anderson chimed in. “Hell, Wes, we just need a couple things. Why don’t you give ’em to us, and we’ll get out of your hair.”

“Like I said, boys,” Fraser answered, “Dan was here first. Cody, why don’t you talk some sense into these boys later, or leave them home next time.”

Fallon looked uncomfortable. Whether he was the soberest of the three, or the most polite, Dan didn’t know. He was anxious to be on his way, and tapped his fingers nervously on the counter while Fraser rounded up the items on Brady’s list.

“Hell, let’s get out of here, Jimmy,” Gallup said, jumping down from his perch. “Cody wants to wait, let him. I’m leaving.”

He walked to the door and turned to wait for Anderson, who looked uncertainly at Fallon before following Gallup outside. Fallon seemed embarrassed and smiled wanly at Brady. “We had a few drinks before we come over here,” he said.

“That would’ve been my guess,” Brady said.

“We ain’t drunk, though,” Fallon said. “Just a little rowdy.”

“No kidding?” Brady didn’t want to ignore the man, but he didn’t feel much like talking to him, either. The mood he was in, he was likely to say something he’d regret.

He watched Fraser pick the last couple of items from a shelf and place them in a neat stack on the end of the counter. “You want this on account, Dan, or cash and carry?”

“On account, I guess, Wes. Thanks.”

“On account of what?” Fallon asked. Dan turned to look at him sharply. “Just joking, Brady,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”

Brady nodded and grabbed the first package and lugged it out to the wagon. As he turned to go back in, Fallon was in the doorway with a sack over each shoulder, one of flour and one of beans. The big cowboy stepped lightly onto the boardwalk and leaned over the side of the wagon to place them carefully on the wagon bed. “I’m obliged, Mr. Fallon,” Dan said, trying to hide his surprise.

Fallon walked back into the store, Dan following to get the half-keg of nails. Dan lifted the heavy container and waddled outside, placing the keg on the tailgate with a thud, then climbed up to wheel it on its rim back into the wagon.

Dropping to the ground, Brady listened to the voices, quite angry now, almost unintelligible. Fraser was shouting to the men to get out of his store. He walked back onto the boardwalk and stuck his head into the gloomy interior of the store. Wes was shaking his head. “I told you, no, dammit, no credit. Now git.”

“Anything wrong, Wes?” Brady asked.

Don Gallup whirled, nearly losing his balance. “Ain’t none of your business if there’s something wrong, or not,” he barked. “Why don’t you just git on home to the little woman, and keep your nose out of where it don’t belong?”

“Nothing I can’t handle, Dan,” Fraser said. “Thanks.”

Brady nodded. He paused to look at Fallon, who seemed embarrassed somehow, scraping the toe of one boot on the scarred wooden floor, then bending to pick up whatever it was he’d kicked loose. The cowboy looked at him then, tossed whatever it was over the counter into a barrel Fraser used for trash, and shrugged, as if to say, I don’t know what to do about him, but he’s a friend.

Gallup, delighted to have yet another focus for his anger, took a couple of steps toward Brady, his fists balling and unclenching as if he were having some sort of seizure. “Told you this weren’t none of your affair, farmboy. ...” His face, despite the sunburn, seemed to pinken, starting at his chin and rising like the mercury in a thermometer. “You hear?”

Dan stepped into the store then. He wasn’t looking for a fight, but he knew enough about Gallup and men like him to know that the surest way to bring on a fight was to run from one. At the moment, Gallup had the look of a man who wasn’t going to be satisfied until he bloodied somebody’s nose. Brady was conscious of the gun on Gallup’s hip and felt more than a little vulnerable. He almost never wore a sidearm, and his carbine was out in the wagon. He was starting to wish he’d listened to Wes Fraser the last time. If he’d bought enough nails on the first trip, he thought, he wouldn’t be there now.

But wishing wouldn’t get it done, and Gallup seemed determined now to drag Brady into his own private rage. Brady felt the tug of it, like a man on the edge of a tornado, watching the howling winds spiral toward him, feeling their pull, knowing that any second he would get sucked in and, unless he were luckier than he had a right to be, torn apart by something he didn’t understand and couldn’t control.

Fallon seemed like the best avenue, and Brady nodded to him. “Mr. Fallon, maybe you ought to take your friends down the street for a cup of coffee. No sense in letting things get ugly. Gallup, here, ’ll end up doing something he regrets.”

Fallon seemed uncertain how to proceed, and he tucked his hands into his belt while he chewed on his lower lip. But Gallup was not about to let Cody Fallon, or anybody else, tell him what to do. Not at the moment, anyway. He took three quick steps toward Brady, lost his footing, and Brady had to reach out to catch him to keep him from falling on his face.

Fallon shook his head, his expression a mixture of good humor and embarrassment. He hoisted himself up on the counter and sat there, his crossed legs thumping against the counter’s front like it was a drum.

As he tried to get Gallup upright, the smell of whiskey swirled around him, and Brady turned his head to avoid the sour stink of it. That was his mistake. Gallup, seeing an opening, brought a roundhouse up off the floor, and caught Brady on the side of the head, knocking his hat off. The blow was a glancing one, but it stunned Brady for a second. He couldn’t believe it had happened, and it was the surprise as much as the punch itself that seemed to freeze him in his tracks.

Gallup, thinking he had a clear shot, ducked into a crouch and took a step closer. He cocked his right arm, thinking to get in another roundhouse. Brady, though, saw it coming, caught the punch, and twisted Gallup’s arm, spinning the drunken cowboy around and tugging the arm up in a hammerlock.

Brady shoved Gallup, forcing him to move closer to the counter. Fallon slid to the floor, and when he reached out, Brady let his prisoner go. Fallon grabbed Gallup as he spun around. Gallup stood there tottering from side to side, his bleary eyes swimming in and out of focus.

“You best go on, Mr. Brady,” Fallon said. “I think I can handle him now.”

Brady looked at Wes Fraser, who had his arms folded across his chest, resting on the rounded ledge of his belly just above the top of his apron. “It’s all right, Dan. There won’t be no trouble. You go on and tend to your shopping. You expect to get that fence up, you can’t be riding herd on drunken cowboys all day long.”

Brady waited for Gallup to say something, but the cowboy just glared, his jaw tight, knots of muscle writhing like cats in a burlap bag just under the skin.

Fraser waved to him with a shooing motion, as if Brady were some stray cat he wanted out of his garden.

Fallon flashed him a grin. “Me and Mr. Fraser can hold the fort,” he said.

Brady wasn’t quite so sure as Fallon seemed to be, but he turned and headed for the front door, feeling a tightness in his shoulders. He still had a few things to pick up, and when he stepped out into the sun, he stretched, trying to release the tension in his back and neck. Puffing out his cheeks, he stepped into the street and started toward the dry-goods store. Molly needed some cloth, and he remembered the swatch she’d tucked into his pocket, fished it out, and twisted it around one finger as he walked.

Hardy Mumms had a mouth full of straight pins when Dan walked in. Mabel Mumms stood wrapped like a mummy in the brightest cloth Brady had ever seen. Hardy looked more than a little flustered. He nodded, and tried to speak, scattering the pins in a shiny cascade that rattled faintly on the floor.

“Hardy, darn it all, see what you done?” Mabel started to spin like a top, tearing the cloth from her shoulders and chest, scolding him the whole time, her words rising and falling as she faced her husband, then away. She was trying to adjust her volume to compensate for her rotation, but her timing was off. When she had extricated herself from the bright red-and-blue cotton, she put her hands on her hips. “I swear, you’re as useless as an umbrella in a hurricane.”

Hardy looked at Brady, but his words were directed toward Mabel. “Told you I wasn’t no good at tailoring. Reason I sell cloth is it’s the only thing I know how to do with it. Let me tend to business, Mabel, and we’ll see can we get it right after lunch.”

Mabel smiled at Brady. “Dan, you as helpless as this old lump of mine, are you?”

Brady laughed. He untangled the cloth from his finger, and said, “All I’m fit for is to fetch the stuff home, Mabel.”

“Molly has my sympathy,” Mabel said. “Men,” she grunted, “as worthless by the bushel as the peck.” She snatched the sample from Brady’s hand. “How much you need?”

“Four yards, if you have it.”

“I’m sure we do. Hardy, get them shears out of your pocket and give me a hand.” She walked to a long table where bolts of cloth were stacked like cords of firewood, rummaged in a pile predominantly blue, the sample in one hand
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