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Sundance knew he wasn’t
traveling in good company. But Burt McGill had more to offer than a
beautiful wife and a nasty disposition—he had five hundred spanking
new Winchesters. And nobody needed them more than Sundance’s old
compatriot Paco Acosta—the only honest man in Mexico. Too late,
Sundance realized that McGill was in cahoots with the man they
called The Scorpion, a killer who aimed to be crowned Emperor of
Mexico. To pull it off, The Scorpion needed those Winchesters in
his hands and a dead Sundance!
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Chapter One

“I’m sorry but I’m not in
the jail breaking business, Mrs. McGill,” Sundance said. He folded
the map of Chihuahua and put it in his shirt pocket. From the
window of his El Paso hotel room he could see the city of Juarez on
the other side of the Rio Grande. Mrs. McGill said her husband was
being held in the federal barracks.

“They’re going to shoot
him tomorrow,” she said. “Why won’t you help me?” Her name was
McGill but she was a very light skinned Mexican, « one of the most
beautiful women Sundance had ever seen.

“I can’t help you because
I’m on my way south,” he said. “It won’t wait.”

“I have money.” She began
to open her flowered cloth bag. “If it isn’t enough …”

Sundance told her to put it away. “Look,
Mrs. McGill, El Paso is crawling with gunmen from all over the
country. Hire a couple of good men and maybe they’ll break your
husband out. There’s nothing I can do for you. I’m leaving in an
hour.”

“You refuse to help
me?”

“That’s what I
said.”

There was desperation in her dark brown
eyes. “Then Acosta will never get the guns.” She might have been
talking to herself.

Sundance looked at her
sharply. “What guns and what about Acosta?” Within a week he hoped
to join Acosta’s Indian rebel forces in the mountains to the south.
Somehow this beauty didn’t quite fit with a ragged army of
half-starved insurgentes.

“I’d better tell you all
of it,” she said. “Perhaps you will change your mind when you hear
what I have to say.”

Sundance told her to sit down. “It’s
possible,” he said, not altogether sure that he could trust
her.

“You don’t know who my
husband is?”

Sundance shook his head. The name Burton
McGill meant nothing to him.

“My husband had a silver
mine in Chihuahua, but the Diaz government confiscated it and
expelled us from Mexico. My husband had spoken with sympathy of the
rebels. He always had kindness for the Indians, especially those
who worked in his mine. We were here in El Paso when one of
Acosta’s lieutenants came to see us. Acosta needed guns, this man
said, all he could get. Acosta was prepared to pay well to get
them. I hate Diaz as much as my husband, but I didn’t want him to
get mixed up in this.”

“But he did?”

“Yes. He took the money
and bought the guns. Then two nights ago he went over to Ciudad
Juarez to plan how he was going to get the guns across the border.
A federal officer recognized him and he was arrested. The officer’s
name is Pinzas. I sent word to him that I would pay to have my
husband released. But this Pinzas—Colonel Pinzas—is a fanatic with
a bitter hatred for Americans.”

“Then Pinzas knows about
the guns?”

“No. He charged my husband
with being a spy for the rebels. The American consul in Juarez came
here to see me. There was nothing he could do, he said. It was out
of his hands. Words like that. I don’t think he tried very hard.
Now will you help me?”

Sundance had been watching her carefully
while she talked. She sounded very sincere. “Where are the guns
now?”

Suspicion showed in her eyes. “Why should I
tell you that? You haven’t said you would help.”

“If there really are guns
waiting for Acosta then I’ll do what I can,” Sundance said. “You
can believe me if you like. I’m on my way south to join Acosta.
Where are the guns?”

“Here in El Paso,” she
said at last. “In a warehouse. A safe place. My husband left two
men to guard them.”

Guns were worth more than gold in Mexico.
Paco Acosta wasn’t the only rebel leader hungry for rifles. There
was also the bandit general they called Alacran, The Scorpion, a
swaggering brute who couldn’t real or write but knew how to lead
men.

Sundance asked, “You sure you can trust
these two men? A man with a shipment of new rifles could name his
own price.”

Mrs. McGill said, “I think they can be
trusted. They are Americans who worked for my husband in Mexico.
They were expelled along with us.”

“Maybe you can trust
them,” Sundance said. “The guns are new?”

“The guns are new.
Winchesters my husband called them. Two big wagons. I think my
husband said five hundred guns. Is that a lot?”

“Enough to win a war if
they’re used right. What about ammunition?”

“Many boxes. I have been
to the warehouse and saw it for myself. I will take you there. I am
not trying to fool you, Mr. Sundance.”

“Forget the
mister.
Sundance will do.”

“Then you must call me
Gallardo. I repeat I am not trying to trick you …
Sundance.”

“It wouldn’t be smart if
you did,” Sundance said. “No guns, no jailbreak. It’s as simple as
that. Let’s go and take a look.”

 


The tall copper-skinned
half-breed and the elegant Mexican made a strange contrast. People
turned to stare after them as they left the hotel. The streets
swarmed with drifters and gunmen and ex-soldiers all drawn to El
Paso, the jumping off place for this latest Mexican revolution.
There were Cajuns from the bayou country of Louisiana and tough
Irishmen from the slums of New York. In Mexico the churches were
filled with gold and silver objects, and they could smell money
from far off. A lot of them would never get anything but a chunk of
lead in the back of the head. It was baking hot in the noonday sun.
The saloons were doing land office business and along the sidewalks
Mexicans were selling bottles of gaseoso guaranteed to give you the
trots if you were dumb enough to drink it. In the park on the other
side of the plaza, near the place where alligators drowsed in a
walled pool, a wild-eyed Mexican with a flag was making a speech to
a small gathering of drunks. One of the drunks threw an empty
whiskey bottle at the speech-maker but he went on yelling as if
nothing had happened.

“This way,” Gallardo
McGill said. Soon they were on the edge of town. Past there was
nothing but the bald gray hills that ran up into New Mexico. The
warehouse was in a long narrow street and there was a sign that
said freight. Gallardo McGill knocked five times on the door, then
twice, and a big man in a sweat-stained blue shirt and a
dun-colored hat opened it. He had a shotgun with cut down
barrels.

“What is it, Dexter?”
another man asked. It was dark in the heat-filled warehouse and
Sundance couldn’t see who was talking. The man called Dexter let
them in and locked the door. Two freight wagons piled high with
boxes and covered with canvas stood side by side. The second man
sat on a barrel drinking a bottle of beer. He stood up when he saw
Sundance.

“It’s all right, Wes,”
Gallardo McGill said. “This is Sundance. He’s going to break Mr.
McGill out of jail.”

“You don’t say,” Wes said.
“That’s going to take some doing, Mrs. McGill.”

Both men had the mean look of mine guards.
Dexter said, “Mr. McGill wouldn’t like you bringing this … this man
here. Nobody’s supposed to know where the guns are ’cept you and
us.”

Wes belched and asked to be excused. “That’s
right, Mrs. McGill. Dexter is speaking the truth. No offense to
you, Sundance, but we don’t know a blessed thing about you.”

Gallardo McGill said, “All you have to know
is that he’s going to get my husband out of jail.”

“Maybe he is and maybe
he’s just after the guns,” Wes said.

Dexter said, “That’s what he could be doing.
He could get hisself a pretty penny on the other side of the
Muddy.”

Dexter raised the shotgun a few inches while
he was talking and Wes’s hand wasn’t far from his belt-gun. The
hammers on the shotgun were both eared back. A mine guard like
Dexter would know how to use a sawed-off, not that it took much
knowing. Sundance waited for Gallardo McGill to get on with it.

She did. “I’ll vouch for Sundance,” she
said. “Marshal Studenmeyer says he’s all right.”

Sundance smiled. Dallas Studenmeyer, that
crooked son of a bitch. They went back a long way together and it
hadn’t always been good. The big German was a gold-plated bastard
who made his own law in El Paso and he made it stick. He carried
two pistols in the leather lined pockets of his coat. That was
something new in the wearing of guns, but Studenmeyer was still
alive and a lot of men with other ideas were in their graves.

“How much did Studenmeyer
charge you?” Sundance said.

“Fifty dollars,” Gallardo
McGill said. “Somebody said he might break Burt out of jail, so I
went to him first.”

Sundance said, “Dallas could do it if he had
a mind to, but I guess he’s getting fat enough this side pf the
border. You didn’t tell him about the guns?”

“No. I didn’t think I
could trust him.”

“You couldn’t and you
can’t. Nobody can. Dallas would rent out his mother except she’s
dead. Now what about those guns? Do I get to see them or do we
stand around talking till they stand your husband against a
wall?”

“Show him the guns,”
Gallardo McGill said sharply. “No more talk. Just show him the
guns. Don’t argue with me. Mr. McGill won’t like it when he gets
out.”

Dexter looked at Wess. “If he gets out.”

“He’ll get out,” Sundance
said.

Wes shrugged and unroped the canvas that
covered the two big wagons piled high with wire-banded boxes. The
boxes bore the markings of the Winchester Arms Company in
Massachusetts. A stack of ammunition boxes had the same
markings.

“That good enough for
you?” Wes asked.

“Open one,” Sundance said.
“Not that one, the other one there.”

While Dexter held the
shotgun on Sundance, Wes pried the lid off a box with a jimmy.
Sundance dug his fingers into the stack of rifles in their greased
paper wrappings. No doubt about it: they were all Winchesters. All
were rifles, and not carbines; they were spanking-factory-new.
Sundance imaged how Paco Acosta’s eyes would shine when he
delivered the shipment of the best and most durable guns in the
world. Diaz’s federales
would know they were in for a fight the first
time they ran into those two hundred repeaters.

“What about it?” Gallardo
McGill said.

“A deal,” Sundance said.
“I’ll get your husband out.”

“You think you will,” Wes
said, lashing down the canvas covers. “Those Mexicans may be
greasers but they can shoot as good as anybody. I had me a look at
that federal barracks and it’s no convent.”

Dexter had something to say. “How much are
you paying this … this man?”

“You can say half-breed if
you try hard enough,” Sundance said before Gallardo McGill could
answer. “Mrs. McGill isn’t paying me a cent. Getting these guns to
Acosta is all the pay I want. That’s the deal and it’s the only
game in town. Take it or stick it.”

Wes said, “You talk big, Sundance.”

“When I have to,
friend.”

Dexter was still holding the shotgun. “You
may be a friend of my good friend, Wes, but you ain’t no friend of
mine. I’d like you to know that. Come to think of it, I don’t even
think Wes is a friend of yours.”

“He’s not,” Wes
said.

Gallardo McGill stamped her foot. She
pointed at the wall of the warehouse. She could have been pointing
anywhere. “Over there my husband is waiting to be shot in the
morning and you’re here talking smart. You’re here drinking beer
and living off what’s left of my husband’s money. I don’t see you
over there in Juarez trying to break him out.”

Wes drank what was left of his beer. It had
gone warm and flat and he made a face. “Burt said to guard the
guns,” he said. “That’s what Burt said, Mrs. McGill.”

“My husband is
Mister McGill to you,
Wesley.”

Wes laughed and so did Dexter. “Long as he
pays my wages he can be what he wants to be.”

Sundance could see that he was going to have
trouble with Wes and Dexter, but that would have to wait. Breaking
McGill out came first.

“Where are the mules?” he
asked Wes. There was a lot of weight in the two wagons.

Wes said, “The stable out back. You fixing
to ride along? No need for that. Acosta’ll get the rifles.”

“You bet he will,”
Sundance said. “Be set to travel when I get back here with McGill.
You be here too, Mrs. McGill. Better get dressed for rough
country.”

“He takes charge of
everything,” Dexter said.

“He thinks he does,” Wes
said.

That gave the two gunmen another laugh. They
were like two clowns in a tent show trading stale jokes back and
forth. Sundance decided they were born killers, men you couldn’t
trust from one minute to the next. More than ever he knew that he
would have to do away with them somewhere along the line. What
McGill was like there was no way to tell. The fact that McGill had
gunmen working for him didn’t have to mean anything. Silver mining
in Chihuahua, the land of bandits, called for men like these.

“Well, I hope we’ll be
seeing you again, Sundance,” Dexter said.

Wes winked at Dexter. “You sure about that,
Dex?”

Sundance told Dexter to open the door.

“Where did your husband
find those two?” he asked Gallardo when they got
outside.

“Here in El Paso two years
ago. Wes is smarter than Dexter. I don’t like them but they’re good
at what they do. Burt knows how to handle them.”

“Maybe he does,” Sundance
said.

It was early afternoon now and they walked
back to the hotel across the sun-bleached plaza. Sundance thought
about how he was going to break out McGill. Mexicans didn’t get up
all that early; they probably wouldn’t shoot McGill before eight
o’clock, and maybe much later.

“How are you going to do
it?”

“You’re going to tell him
about the rifles.”

“What!” She looked
startled.

“The guns are the only
bait Pinzas will fall for. You tried a bribe and that didn’t work.
There isn’t time to work on another plan. You have to be a part of
it. You could get killed. I can’t say it plainer than
that.”

Gallardo said she wanted a drink. They went
into the hotel and she gulped down brandy and water. Sundance drank
coffee. “What do I have to do?”

“We have to be in Juarez
as soon as it’s first light in the morning. I know the town and the
federal barracks faces the plaza. There’s a hotel across from it.
That’s where I’ll be at a window. I’ll go over tonight so I can get
set. You come across as soon as the sun comes up. You will have two
notes for Pinzas. Give the first one to the men guarding the gate,
then move away from the gate. Well away from it. The first note
will offer the guns in exchange for your husband’s
life.”

Gallardo drank more brandy and water; her
hand shook slightly but her mouth was set in a determined line.
“What will the second note say?”

“It will tell Pinzas that
a rifle—a .50 caliber Remington—is pointing straight at his heart
from a hotel window. I’ll let him see me when he looks up. Then you
tell him that you have hired Jim Sundance to break out your
husband. He’ll probably know the name. Anyway, the Remington will
help persuade him that one bullet will end his life. Have you a
revolver? My Colt is too big to hide in your bag.”

Gallardo said, “My husband’s other gun is in
our room. A short gun to be carried in a holster under the
arm.”

“I’d better look at it,”
Sundance said. “Tell Pinzas to bring your husband out. The guards
will do that. He is not to be handcuffed. Slip the gun into your
husband’s pocket. Then he is to walk Pinzas across the-bridge to El
Paso. I’ll be right behind you. Pinzas is your safe passage. As
soon as you’re across the bridge take his gun.”

“Then do we let him go? We
can’t take him to the warehouse. If we do that he’ll know where the
guns are. Even if we can’t take him with Mexican soldiers he can
inform your American military. The Americans are friendly to Diaz.
They will seize the guns for sure.”

Sundance had been thinking it out. It was a
desperate plan, but it was the only one he had. “They won’t seize
the guns if Pinzas rides along with us. You say Pinzas carries a
lot of weight in the Army of the North?”

“Yes. He is young but
already a full colonel and soon he will be a general. He has been
rewarded with a fine ranch in Chihuahua.”

Sundance nodded. It didn’t look so bad. An
ambitious colonel and a rancher owner might not be so ready to die
a hero’s death. Yet it was hard to tell what a Mexican would do. It
was a chance they would have to take.

Sundance knew he could always snatch the
rifles from Wes and Dexter, but getting them across the heavily
patrolled border would be just about impossible. The Mexican
cavalry would cut them down before they got to the dangerous side
of the Rio. Anyway, he had given his .word to this woman.

Gallardo said, “But what if the Mexicans
prevent me from crossing the border?”

“I can’t see them doing
that. You don’t look like you’re going to join the rebels. Wear
that same dress you have on now and you won’t have any trouble.
Mexicans admire beautiful women.”

“What about you,
Sundance?” Gallardo looked across the top of her glass.

She was foxy enough, Sundance decided, but
then she was fighting for her husband’s life. Whoever Burton McGill
was, he was a lucky man.

“You’ll do fine,” Sundance
said. “Now we’ll go look at that gun.”

It was a Sheriff’s Model Colt with a
three-inch barrel. Sundance checked the loads and spun the
cylinder. It was clean and well-cared for. He gave it back to her
and she put it in her bag.

“I’m going to cross over
late tonight,” Sundance said. “One last thing. What does your
husband look like?”

“Tall like you but
dark-haired and with a mustache. He has a slight limp from an
accident in the mine.” Light came into her eyes when she talked
about McGill. “You will like my husband, Sundance.”

Sundance didn’t want to say that he didn’t
give a damn about McGill. He just wanted those rifles for
Acosta.


Chapter Two

At four o’clock in the morning Sundance left
the hotel by the back stairs carrying the Remington in its leather,
wool-lined case. He had bound the flap tightly with strips of
rawhide. The only other weapon he took was the thick-bladed Bowie.
He went through an alley that ran behind a closed-up saloon. There
was no moon and the town was quiet; across the river a scatter of
gunshots rang out, and then it was quiet again. Day or night, there
was always some kind of fracas going on in Ciudad Juarez.

From where he sat at the mouth of the alley
he could make out the shapes of the American and Mexican soldiers
guarding the international line in the middle of the iron bridge.
Lanterns hung on hooks from the girders and yellow light gleamed on
the muddy water of the river. The Americans wouldn’t stop him if he
tried to cross the bridge, but there was no way to be sure about
the Mexicans. They were turning back men who looked like they were
on their way to join the rebels. The Mexicans might hold him. If
they held him for more than a few hours McGill would be dead and
his wife would be walking into a trap with nothing to back her up.
Colonel Pinzas might decide to shoot her too, or he might have
other uses for her. So he had to be ready and waiting when the sun
came up and she walked across the plaza toward the barracks.

He went silently along the north side of the
wide, shallow river. Now and then he stopped and listened but there
was nothing but the sound of running water. When he was half a mile
from the bridge he crawled into the shallow water showing nothing
but his head. He could still see the bridge but not the men
guarding it. On the other side of the river the town was a sprawl
of adobe houses. Goats bleated behind a fence as he crawled up out
of the river and squeezed the water from his clothes. He skirted a
pile of rusty cans and went through a foul-smelling alley until he
came to a long dark street that led back toward the center of
town.

A federal patrol came along and he ducked
into a doorway. The soldiers were young Indians who walked
uncomfortably in their stiff army boots. One of them was drinking
from a bottle. They didn’t know why they had been conscripted into
Diaz’s army and maybe not even who President Diaz was. They turned
a corner and the noise of their boots faded away. Sundance went on
until he was close to the plaza. Unseen by the sentries at the main
gate of the barracks, he went into the hotel without making a
sound.

The hotel smelled musty
and old. It smelled even worse than it had when Sundance had been
there three years before. A fat mestizo snored behind the scarred
desk. He had his backside on one chair and his feet on another and
he snorted himself awake when Sundance rapped on the desk with a
fifty dollar Mexican gold piece. His bleary eyes jumped from
Sundance’s face to the yellow coin glittering in his hand. Here was
more money than he had seen in his life. “I am honored by your
visit,” he said in Spanish. His tongue was coated and yellow and
his breath was very bad.

Sundance put the fifty
dollar piece on the desk. “It’s all right to take it. You haven’t
seen me. I am on my way south and it was necessary to wade the
river. You are discrete?”

The mestizo inclined his oily head. “I
am discreto,” he
said. “I have not seen you. You wish a room?”

“In the front of the
hotel,” Sundance said. “There will be another gold piece for you
when I leave. Do you understand?”

The mestizo picked up the coin and
smiled happily. “You are most generous and I have not seen you. How
could I see you when you do not even exist? There are three fine
rooms empty. Well, maybe not so fine, but they are empty and in the
front.” He gave Sundance the numbers of the rooms and a key that
opened the doors to all of them. “And now I am going back to sleep
so I can truly say that I have never seen you.”

Sundance said, “This won’t mean any trouble
for you.”

The mestizo smiled his greasy smile.
“For a hundred dollars in gold I would be willing to risk much
trouble. I am going to sleep now.” He was already pretending to
snore when Sundance picked up the cased Remington and went
upstairs.

Sundance opened a door and
banged it shut, then he went back to the head of the stairs.
The mestizo hadn’t moved and now his snoring sounded real. The room
smelled bad but with the window open at least there was a warm
breeze. An oil lamp stood on a battered table; he didn’t light it.
He kept away from the bed, which smelled as rank as everything else
in the place. There was one chair and he pulled it close to the
window and watched the barracks and took the Remington from its
case. The rifle was dry. Now there was nothing more to do but wait.
He waited without impatience while streaks of red ran across the
sky. In another hour there would be enough light to put Colonel
Pinzas squarely in his sights.

Time passed and the dusty plaza was flooded
with the rays of the rising sun. In the next room a man cursed in
his sleep. A bugle blared in the barracks. At the gate of the
barracks one of the sentries scratched and yawned. The town was
still very quiet. If it could be carried off they would








































































cover.jpg
22: SCORPION /
V CCURTIN|






tmp_b24d09dd262b542961574760e87b4271_cifvrY_html_2a1b54f9.jpg
PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING





tmp_b24d09dd262b542961574760e87b4271_cifvrY_html_1fda65f4.jpg
PETER MCCURTIN

SUNDANCE 22:

SCORPION






