
  
    [image: 9780917990540%20Cop%20City%20B%26N%20copy.jpg]

  


  
    Other Boson Books by Chris Scott Wilson


    Double Mountain Crossing


    The Quantro Story


    The Fight At Hueco Tanks


    Desperadoes


    Scarborough Fair


    

  


  
    Praise for Chris Scott Wilson


    “. . . his western books . . . earned critical praise all round . . .” Middlesbrough Evening Gazette


    “ . . . no nonsense about may the best man win. Interesting to Western lovers.” The Birmingham Sunday Mercury


    “ . . . the author is a novelist and he knows how to tell a story . . .” Mary Williams of The Cleveland Clarion

  


  
    


    The Copper City


    by


    Chris Scott Wilson


    Boson Books


    Raleigh


    [image: Image7827.EPS]


    

  


  
    Copyright


    Published by Boson Books


    An imprint of C&M Online Media Inc.


    © 2011 C.J.S. Wilson


    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information and storage retrieval system, without the express written consent of the copyright holder.


    ISBN 978-0-917990-54-0


    This is a work of fiction. Names, with the exception of historical figures, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, events or locales, is entirely coincidental.


    For information contact


    C&M Online Media Inc.


    3905 Meadow Field Lane


    Raleigh, NC 27606


    Tel: (919) 233-8164


    email: cm@cmonline.com


    http://www.bosonbooks.com


    Cover design by the author; saguaro image © Adam Kazmierski, iStockphoto

  


  
    Dedication


    For Harry Slack, the famous outlaw


    who always loves a sequel.


    And Hazel too.

  


  
    
      Table of Contents


      CHAPTER 1


      CHAPTER 2


      CHAPTER 3


      CHAPTER 4


      CHAPTER 5


      CHAPTER 6


      CHAPTER 7


      CHAPTER 8


      CHAPTER 9


      CHAPTER 10


      CHAPTER 11


      CHAPTER 12


      CHAPTER 13

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    He heard them coming long before he saw them.


    Quantro avoided looking directly into the embers of the fire, in order to retain his night vision. It was necessary in the rich darkness of the Sierra Madre Mountains of Sonora, Old Mexico. He had draped a blanket, poncho-style, around his shoulders to ward away the chills of the night, but now he shrugged it off and came to his feet. The Winchester rested snugly in his hands, capable, reassuring as he stepped out of the firelight and into the darkness.


    The horses were close now. A hoof chipped against rock. Quantro eased into the shadows with a caution born of experience. A thick pine speared up into the night. It provided cover. While one hand rested on the coarse bark, the other leveled the rifle toward the gateway of the clearing. They would come in that way. It was the only route open to riders.


    He waited.


    His face, once young, was now aged beyond his years. He had been both the hunter and the hunted. It showed. Only the long blond hair that crept from under his stetson to curl lazily on to his shoulders hinted at the last traces of youth. Instead of laughter lines, hard score-marks bordered the edges of his mouth, making him appear even gaunter. The eyes were ice-blue, steady.


    The big buckskin stallion snickered softly, ears up. It shifted weight from one hoof to another, as though poised to flee, but its nostrils were flared, an indication of its wild temper.


    Quantro smiled, squinting into the night.


    One moment the clearing was empty, and the next they were there.


    “Anyone here?” the first rider said, craning as he scanned the stand of trees that ringed the campfire. His rifle rested negligently over his saddle horn. He was an older man, leathery-faced, his beard flecked with grey. Quantro saw the man’s fingers were inside the rifle’s trigger-guard. He was taking no chances. When nobody answered, the old man sniffed. “I said is anybody there?”


    Quantro chuckled in the darkness. “Coffee’s on the fire, Pete.”


    The older man’s face cracked into a smile and he relaxed visibly. He turned to the Indian girl sitting her pony behind him. “Sure is friendly, ain’t he?”


    White-Wing’s eyes swung from Pete Wiltshire to the man who emerged from the trees. This was the man she had left her people to be with. She was a Chiricahua Apache, one of a small band that had escaped confinement on the reservation at San Carlos to hide out in the Mother Mountains, the blue Sierra Madre, on the head-waters of the Bavispe River in Mexico. There they had found peace from the rurales who hunted them from one side, and the Americans who hunted them from the other. And now she had left them for this blanco, this gringo she had nursed back to health. After he had been shot, she had snatched him back from the very talons of death, watching him grow stronger each day. She had taught him Apache and bastardized Spanish, and with whom she had come to find the meaning of love.


    It was why she was here.


    “Climb down, Pete, and sit a spell.” Quantro stalked back to the fire, then stooped to shake the coffee-pot. Somehow, he couldn’t face looking at the girl. He had deserted her, deciding it was best to leave her with her own people, where she belonged, rather than taking her out of Mexico with him. His own future lay back across the border and, attracted to her though he was, he knew she could only be a burden to him. But, as she had that time by the pool, it seemed she had again contradicted his decision almost as quickly as he made it. If they hadn’t been interrupted, he would surely have succumbed to her charms. He was aware of his own powerful feelings for her, but something in him bridled that she should take matters a man should decide into her own hands. As he crouched by the fire, pouring coffee, he glanced sideways at her. Angry as he was, he was still glad she was here. Since he had ridden away from the Apache camp, he had felt lonely. That in itself was crazy. It had only been a few hours, and in the two years before Pete had found him dying on the Devil’s Plateau, not far from EI Camino del Diablo, The Devil’s Road, in Arizona Territory, Quantro had been almost constantly alone, riding his solitary mission of vengeance.


    Like all trails of vengeance, it had run in circles. After killing the last of the four men responsible for his parents’ murder, he had himself been hunted down by the man’s son. To stay alive, he had killed the boy, but not before being badly wounded himself. Then Pete had found him, and White-Wing had attended his sickbed.


    “How’d you figure it was us?” Pete asked, squatting to wrap his hands around the hot tin mug.


    Quantro grinned. “When I stopped at the head of the pass just before sundown, I saw the horses behind me. Who else would it be?”


    “What about Crawling-Snake?”


    “One day it’ll be him coming up behind me, but not today. I reckon he must be in a bad way after White-Wing used my rifle on him.”


    Pete sipped at his coffee then sniffed. “Heard his face didn’t look all too pretty either.”


    Quantro said nothing, remembering Crawling-Snake’s face when the fish-hook caught in the corner of his eye, then gouged a zigzag trail down his cheek. The blood had poured into the clear water of the creek where they’d fought. The Apache hadn’t been the most handsome of men before, and he certainly wouldn’t be now.


    “And now?” Pete asked, eyeing the younger man’s closed face.


    Quantro sighed and looked across the fire. “I’d figured on going back up to Colorado and finding me a job. I want a ranch, so I can carry on where my father left off.”


    “Buying ranches costs a whole heap of money.”


    “I know, but I’ll do it some way.”


    “Bounty hunting, like before?”


    Quantro shook his head. “No, that’s over. I only took the bounties on those killers because it paid the way to get the others. I was just lucky they were already wanted.”


    “You need another way now.”


    Quantro looked over his shoulder to White-Wing. She had already picketed the two riding ponies alongside the buckskin and was now unloading the packhorse. Although still irritated at her taking the notion to follow him, he still took pleasure in watching the way she moved, her strong thighs straining against her doeskin dress as she heaved supplies down from the pony’s back. He remembered her standing naked before him at the creek, only seconds before Crawling-Snake had jumped him…


    “She’s your woman now,” Pete said.


    “She’s nobody’s woman,” Quantro said flatly, angry at himself for dredging up memories that could only weaken his resistance towards her obvious attractions. Taking a squaw into white man’s country could only spell trouble with a capital T.


    “You’re wrong, Quantro. She’d made up her mind you were the man for her, and then when you beat Crawling-Snake you only set her mind more solid on wanting you.”


    “Well, she’ll have to change it.”


    Pete chuckled. “Then you don’t know Apache girls. She’ll follow you to the ends of the earth, but in the end she’ll catch up with you.”


    “Wouldn’t place money on that.”


    “I would.”


    Quantro shrugged, somehow liking the idea she would go to those lengths for him, yet he was reluctant to take on the responsibility of her. Again, his eyes strayed to where she was working and, as he watched, she finished caring for the ponies and came by the fire. She crouched next to him, her dark eyes resting heavily on his conscience. What the hell.


    “Okay, Pete, so I’ll accept there’s the three of us from now on. Where do we go from here?”


    Pete swallowed a mouthful of coffee, then pursed his lips. “Been thinkin’ some.”


    Quantro watched has face. “Yeah?”


    Pete’s eyes met his. “Ever been to Cananea?”


    “Cananea?”


    “A town. Me and Wild-Horse brought you by there when you were wounded. You were too far gone to pay much attention. It’s a mining town. Built on copper. There’ll be jobs there hauling ore, or a man with your talents with a gun could work as a guard.”


    “My pistolero days are over.”


    “Pays better than cowpunching. You want a ranch you have to go where the money is. ’Sides, just because you’re a guard doesn’t mean you have to go ’round shooting holes in everybody, you just have to look like you can use a gun.”


    “If you brought me past there, then Cananea’s on the way north?” Quantro asked, reckoning the route.


    “Sure is.”


    “Suppose it can’t do any harm to take a look-see.”


    “Can’t do us any harm at all,” Pete agreed.


    Quantro’s eyes switched to White-Wing’s small frame. “What about her? Anybody figures she’s Apache’ll holler out good and loud. She’ll end up on the reservation at San Carlos almighty quick.”


    Pete tossed the coffee grounds into the fire and reached for his sack of Bull Durham. “Don’t you worry none about her. She speaks good Spanish. Take her out of those doeskin dresses and she’ll pass as Mex easy.”


    Quantro looked at the Apache girl’s face. Pete was right. She didn’t have the normal broad, flat face common to her tribe, and she was taller than average too. Put a flat-crowned hat on her and a flared riding-skirt and she’d almost look Spanish enough to be the daughter of a nobleman. Still, he liked her in that soft beaded dress…


    “Okay, Pete, you got a deal. Cananea it is.”


    The older man grinned. “We ain’t got nothing to lose. Foot-loose and fancy-free.”


    “Yeah, I usta be,” Quantro mumbled, coming to his feet. He crossed to his gear and began to spread out his bedroll in preparation against the bitter night. Carrying his Winchester, he quietly stalked over to where the buckskin stallion cropped at the mountain grass. He checked the picket and patted the horse’s neck.


    By the fire, White-Wing looked at Quantro’s blankets, then at Pete. The older man shook his head. She nodded, her eyes wandering longingly to where Quantro petted the big horse. When he turned and came back to his blankets, she remained motionless.


    “I’m for some sleep,” he said, settling down.


    “Me too,” volunteered Pete, rising to his feet. He jerked his head just enough for the girl to see it. Gracefully, she rose and followed him. When they were out of earshot, she drew close.


    “I thought he wanted me,” she whispered.


    “He does.”


    “Then why won’t he look at me? It is as if I am part of the stones of the mountain.”


    Pete tried to smile his reassurance. “Give him time girl. He wants you all right, but he’d already made up his mind to do one thing before we came along and made him change it. He just needs a little time to get used to the idea.”


    She turned to look at Quantro, nestled down against the mother earth. She wanted to be there with him, to touch his strong body and to feel his hands on her. She had been prepared to leave her people, leave the place she loved, for him.


    And now he was like this.


    Hadn’t she already sown the seeds?


    If there was one thing she knew, it was that she would have him.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    It was two days’ ride to Cananea.


    Quantro, ignorant of the country, led the way. Pete rode closely behind, offering advice when the younger man asked, but otherwise he remained silent. White-Wing, riding her own pony and leading the packhorse, brought up the rear. She had remained quiet since the night she had arrived unbidden in his camp. Unobtrusively, she had tended the horses and cooked the meals, noticing that Quantro always managed to avoid speaking directly to her. But she had seen his eyes on her, and to feed the hunger she saw in them, she had casually added an extra swing to her buttocks as she moved. Out on the trail he ignored her completely.


    They had followed the high, twisting trails that clung miraculously to the canyon walls. More than once, Quantro, who had been unconscious during the ride up into the mountains, stared with awe at the sheer drop that was directly below his outside stirrup, while his other boot grazed the rock face of the wall beside him. If the buckskin had made one mistake, they would have both pitched over into the void like Juh, the Apache chief, whose name the pass now bore.


    The first night they had camped at a clear spring, the last night they would spend in the mountains. Quantro had shot a small deer that he had handed wordlessly to White-Wing to prepare for the cooking-pot. Even he had to admit, as he spooned the stew greedily, that she was a good cook. When they had eaten they slept surrounded by scrub oak.


    The next day took them across rolling hills. When Quantro spied a bunch of well-fed cattle emerging from a draw in search of rich grazing grass, he watched them with interest. They were branded with a Z. He reined in and sat the buckskin, allowing the slight breeze to cool the sweat that had gathered down the center of his back.


    “Whose beeves are they?” he asked as Pete hauled up alongside. “I’ve never seen that brand before.”


    Pete sniffed. “San Berdoo ranch. Owned by John Slaughter.”


    “An American ranching in Mexico?”


    “Sure,” Pete replied, fashioning a cigarette as they waited for White-Wing and the packhorse to make up ground. “A Spaniard name of Ignacio Perez built a hacienda some way north of here, by San Bernardino Springs, in Arizona. Ranch runs clear down here. They say there’s something like 73,000 acres.”


    “That’s one lot of land. What about the Indians? Didn’t they run him off?”


    “Not right away. Fact is, for as long as anyone can recall, the springs have been a camping-ground for both Apaches and Navajos when they were riding the war trails.” He paused to chuckle. “Anyways, they both kept an eye on this Perez, and with Indian logic they figured it was best to leave him in peace. Truth was, they knew a high-class caballero, gentleman, like him would breed only the finest of horses, and what Indian doesn’t want the best animal on four legs running beneath him? They figured it would be easier to steal his horses than raise them for themselves. Anyhow, when the Mexican governor issued a scalphunting pronunciamento back in ’42 to get rid of the Apaches, Cochise of the Chiricahuas and Mangas Coloradas of the Mimbrenos decided to sack the hacienda as a small gesture of their disapproval. After that it was deserted until a couple of years back when John Slaughter bought the place. Seems to be making out, too.”


    They ate the last of the deer that night camped by a spring where mesquite and madrona flourished, then the next morning angled down an arroyo with the mountains on their left. They picked their way carefully down the pot-holed track that led away from the Sierra Medio, the Middle Mountains, and rode on to a broad valley. Quantro continually asked questions about the country, storing the information should it be needed in the future.


    Also, he gained an impression of how long he had been unconscious when he had been wounded, when Pete and Wild-Horse, the Apache, had brought him all this way. Considering the severity of the terrain it seemed a miracle he was alive at all. For a moment he turned around in the saddle to look back at White-Wing’s slight frame as she guided her pony, as good a horseman as any of them. To hear Pete tell it, he owed his life to her, not Pete. Quantro eyed her thoughtfully. He reckoned it was a little of both. If Pete hadn’t had the patience to drag him all this way, then she wouldn’t have had the opportunity to tend to him. He was aware of the enormity of the debt he owed them both. Two strangers who had befriended him when he sorely needed help.


    After they skirted a pine-capped mesa, they moved on to a stretch of lava, sighting Black Mountain. After the lava ridge they stopped to rest the horses. Ahead of them now was an ocean of browning grama grass bending before the hot, dry wind.


    Pete sat in the shade of a pecan tree, sucking softly on a cigarette, smoke drifting from his nostrils.


    “Much further?” Quantro asked, watching his buckskin stallion making the most of the opportunity to graze.


    “No. These are the Cananea hills that bring us to the cattle country.” He gestured with his free hand. “Turn west from here. Be there by sundown.”


    ***


    Cananea was a boom town. With the discovery of copper, buildings had mushroomed overnight. And none did more business than the Copper Queen, a saloon on Main Street. It had started life as a tent, but later a false front had been built to give a façade of grandeur and now the canvas had been replaced by a clapboard structure more suited to engaging the rigors of the weather. The Copper Queen handled a wealthy trade, catering mainly for the miners, providing a watering-place for their thirst, and also gratifying some of their baser needs. The girls upstairs handled that part of the saloon’s affairs.


    Whiskey was made on the premises and there were no complaints about its quality. Quantity was the more important feature, but if the patrons had ever had the misfortune to observe the saloon keeper as he brewed his fiery concoction, perhaps they would have preferred to remain thirsty.


    The huge vats in the cellar were filled with spring water to which was added gunpowder and black pepper, plus a liberal dose of rattlesnake heads just to round off the flavor. After fermentation the brew was strained and bottled, one measure of real whiskey added to each pint to authenticate its name. The bottles bore no labels, and the end result was real “bumble bee” whiskey, the drink with a sting.


    But what you don’t see, you don’t grieve about, and the whiskey provided enough of a powder keg to your head to make you forget the broiling hell of mining in the indecent climate of Mexico. Even if a few citizens did go down with “Jake’s Leg,” a nervous disorder brought on by drinking bad whiskey, nobody took much notice.


    That evening trade was brisk. Customers shelled out fifty cents a bottle, or those without hollow legs took shots at fifteen cents a throw. The bar was crowded, men almost shoulder to shoulder, the brass spittoons ringing to reward well-aimed shots.


    Quantro and Pete Wiltshire pushed in through the batwing doors and crossed the room. They had made camp in a hollow next to a small creek on the eastern side of town, well away from any buildings. White-Wing had stayed there so her face would not be seen until Quantro could buy her some Mexican clothes to replace her doeskins. There was the matter of jobs to settle too. The sooner he could start work the sooner he would have money to buy his ranch.


    The only gap was between two miners, both nursing almost empty bottles. They were in their working clothes that stank of sweat and dust, and both were unshaven. The one on the left was almost gone, bleary-eyed, and the one on the right, a huge, well-muscled man, sagged against the counter, his bearded face propped up by one hand, his elbow on the bar while his other hand tipped the bottle generously to his lips. The whiskey seemed to have sucked the strength from his knees, both wedged against the solid timber of the counter. There was already one empty bottle in front of him and on the other side of the stained wood the bartender’s eyes occasionally flickered to the big miner while he cleaned glasses on his greasy apron.


    “Two beers over here,” Quantro said, ready to wash the trail dust from his throat, tossing a dollar in front of him.


    “Coming right up.”


    “Whiskey here,” the slumped miner demanded, slamming down his second empty bottle and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. The bartender filled two glasses with beer, then placed them on the counter. Quantro reached out. Before his hand could close around the cold glass, the miner swung. The two beers hurtled toward the rack of whiskey bottles behind the bar. They fell short, crashing to the floor. “I said whiskey here! When I call for whiskey no man gets his before me!”


    Quantro’s voice was calm, assured. “No man butts in on me either, mister. I called first.”


    The miner’s head swiveled, his lips curling into a sneer. “Shut your mouth, boy. When you’re old enough you can talk to men.”


    “You mean when my mouth’s as big as yours?”


    The miner reared back from the counter, hauling himself up to his full height. In back of him, the bartender was vigorously shaking his head, flashing warning glances at Quantro. It was obvious why. The miner stood a head taller than Quantro, glaring down. His muscles bunched convincingly, straining the cloth of his well-worn work shirt as he leaned forward.


    “You wanna say that again, boy?”


    Quantro looked up at him, ice-blue eyes cool and distant. “I don’t give a good goddam, mister, how tall you are. I still say you’ve got a big mouth.”


    “I’ll show you who’s got a big mouth!” the big man roared. He pulled back his arm to throw a punch. Quantro stepped quickly inside his swing. His boot lashed out to crash into the miner’s knee. The big man howled, his cry a mixture of shock and rage, like a grizzly bear seared with a hot branding iron. There was silence in the saloon. The kick had driven the big man back a step, but now he waded forward. His whiskey-slack face was now grim and determined.


    Expressionless, Quantro kicked out again. This time his target was the other knee. The big man faltered, fists swinging out of reach. Effortlessly, Quantro took a pace forward into the circle of arms and drove two swift straight-arm punches to the miner’s gut. He groaned, doubling forward. Just as neatly, Quantro stepped back out of the downward line of travel. His hand snaked to his Colt. The big man’s battered hat fell off as his head came forward. Quantro coldcocked him, the Colt’s barrel creasing the miner’s scalp. He crumpled to the floor.


    Quantro looked up to see the bartender holding a leveled shotgun. As he holstered the Colt, the barrels of the scatter-gun went down and the bartender made an apologetic face as he put the gun back under the counter. He raised a tentative smile. “Mr. Green don’t allow no gunplay in here.”


    “Mr. Green own this place?” Pete asked.


    “He surely does. I thought your friend here,” he gestured to Quantro, “was going to gun down that feller. You understand, gents, I was just…”


    “No trouble,” Quantro interrupted with a wave of his hand. “Where’s our beer?”


    The bartender broke into a relieved smile. “Coming right up.”


    While they waited, Pete gazed down at the felled miner. “Looks as peaceful as a possum.”


    “Or a bear in winter,” Quantro grinned. “Asleep’s the best place for him. Can’t stand a man with no manners.”


    “Neither can I,” said a voice from behind them.


    Quantro turned slowly, his right hand dropping negligently to hover above his holster, ready for trouble.


    Instead of another miner, the man in front of them was conservatively dressed in a business suit. He was smiling, showing a broad expanse of white teeth in his scrubbed face.


    “I thought you handled that extremely well.” He turned to the barkeeper. “Put their beers on my tab, Barney.”


    The barkeep grinned amenably. “Yes sir, Mr. Harley.”


    Harley turned back to Quantro and Pete. “Just passing through?”


    “Why d’you ask?” Quantro countered.


    Harley grinned. “Just making conversation to pass a little time. I didn’t catch your name…” When Quantro didn’t answer, he held up both his hands in gesture of peace. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I just wanted to say how we appreciated the cool way you handled this man.” He motioned to the unconscious miner.


    “Who’s ‘we’?”


    Harley frowned. “You just lost me.”


    “You said how much ‘we’ appreciated it. Who’s ‘we’.”


    He shrugged. “Just the good citizens of this town. More drunk miners than enough causing trouble.”


    The bartender put the two beers on the bar. Quantro pushed a dollar toward him. The bartender shook his head. “That’s all taken care of.”


    Quantro indicated the dollar. “Take it. Nobody pays my way. At least nobody I don’t know.” He said the last with a look over his shoulder.


    Harley took his point. “Please yourself.” He turned on his heel and stalked away.


    Quantro watched him mount the stairs, then took a long draught from his glass. He wiped the foam from his mouth and jerked his head at the bartender. “Who’s he?”


    “Name’s Harley. Some kind of boss up at the mine. He’s very friendly with Mr. Green.”


    “The man who owns this place?”


    The barkeeper nodded. “Owns the mine too.”


    Quantro downed the rest of his beer. “C’mon, Pete, let’s go. Got us some stores to visit.”


    The two men went out on to the street where they paused, looking up and down at the store shingles. Green’s Dry Goods store, Green’s Hardware, Green’s Livery, Green’s this, Green’s that.


    Quantro shook his head and stepped out across the street toward Green’s Haberdashery. “Is there nothing in this town that this Green feller don’t own?”


    “Yeah,” Pete said.


    “What?”


    “Me.”


    Quantro laughed and slapped his friend’s back. “C’mon, we’ve got to go buy a dress.”


    ***


    A small cooking-fire welcomed them back to the campsite outside town. The aroma of rich stew and simmering coffee coaxed them out of the saddle. Pete could see White-Wing squatting by the fire, her Apache dress hidden by a blanket as she stood guard over the cooking-kettle. He came up behind her, sniffing appreciatively.


    “I’m hungry.”


    She smiled her woman’s smile, her eyes leaving Pete’s face to rake the darkness for Quantro. “I thought you would be.”


    Pete hadn’t missed the glance. “Don’t you worry none. He’s seeing to the horses, he didn’t stay in town to find a white woman.”


    The ghost of a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. Pete read the satisfaction there. “Brought you something, too.” He held out the parcel he had been hiding behind his back.


    Like all women, she loved presents. With a last quick stir of the pot, she set it on the fire rocks to simmer. Eagerly, she reached out with both hands for the bundle. When the string was off, she parted the paper and pulled out the peasant dress. To Pete’s eyes it was neither pretty, nor ordinary, but to her it was beautiful. Underneath it in the bundle was a shawl, the type the Spanish women use to pull up over their hair. It would help further disguise the girl’s parentage.


    “It’s nothing much, not fine enough for you, White-Wing, but we don’t want you looking too grand, too much like a lady. That’d show us up some.” He chuckled.


    “Bello, beautiful,” she enthused, holding the frock up in front of herself to measure the length against her legs. She looked as though she didn’t know what to do next.


    “Well, go and put it on,” Pete prodded, shaking his head that she could derive so much pleasure from something that had cost so little. He had thought she wouldn’t want to wear white women’s clothes, but then maybe dressing up would be a new and exciting experience for her.


    While she was in the bushes, Quantro finished picketing the horses and came into the circle of the firelight carrying both the saddles. He carefully laid them on their sides to protect the trees, then stood up and looked around. He jerked his head in question.


    “She’s just paying a visit in the bushes.”


    There was a soft whisper of rustling material. Both men swung around. White-Wing stood before them, eyes demurely downcast.


    “Muchas gracias, many thanks.”


    “De nada, señorita, it was nothing,” Pete answered with a slight shrug and a smile. “For me, anyways. He bought them.” He nodded his head at Quantro, who stood silent. Pete watched him, waiting for a comment.


    Quantro’s left hand moved, his eyes on the toes of her moccasins peeking from beneath her dress. He held out a pair of huaraches, open sandals like the Mexican women wore. As she looked up their eyes met for a moment and he felt uncomfortable. Back up in the mountains she had been wild and free, almost a part of nature and he understood how that had been part of the natural attraction she had held for him. Now, dressed in white women’s clothes, that attraction was erased, only to be replaced by another just as subtle that drew him irresistibly. Only during that moment when their eyes met did he realize that the transformation was merely an illusion, and that in fact that same wild freedom was still mirrored in her sparkling dark eyes. She could not lose it, and in that instant he knew it would always draw him to her, a magnetism born of the sheer womanliness of her.


    Her warm fingers touched his as she took the sandals. Coyly, she raised a leg and slipped off her moccasin then replaced it with the huarache. As she leaned forward to take off the other moccasin, the low neck of the peasant dress, held together by a drawstring, dropped away from her body to allow Quantro a view of the cool valley between her breasts. He swallowed dryly, turning away to look toward the fire.


    “Okay, you look fine. Let’s eat,” he muttered.


    The food was good and Pete’d had the foresight to fetch back a bottle of rotgut whiskey to round off the meal. After strong black coffee they drank and smoked while White-Wing continually fussed with her unfamiliar skirts, obviously happy. Pete watched the way her eyes kept switching to Quantro, seeking his approval, but the younger man paid her no mind. He merely stared out into the night, occasionally cocking an ear to the horses.


    “That miner’ll have himself a bad head in the morning.”


    Quantro made a face. “I will too if I drink any more of that rattlesnake whiskey.”


    “Rattlesnake whiskey’s better than no whiskey at all.”


    “Yeah. Maybe when we’re fixed up at the mine we’ll be able to afford something better.”


    “Thought you were figuring to save all your money for a ranch?”


    “Yeah, and you.”


    “Me?”


    “Yes. You’re going to be my partner.”


    Pete experienced a sudden flush of pleasure that he should be included in Quantro’s dream. It did no harm it was only a dream.


    Quantro ground out his cigarette His fingers searched for the thong to unfasten his bedroll. “We’d better get us up to the mine pretty quick after sun-up. If we get taken on, we’ll need all the sleep we can get.”


    “Sure,” Pete agreed. The two men settled into their blankets, leaving White-Wing sitting by the fire. Soon, Pete’s breathing grew deep and regular. She turned to glance at Quantro. His eyes were shaded from the flickering flames by the lowered brim of his hat, his long blond hair framing his face. She rose to her feet.


    The slight rasp of her huaraches on the grass woke Quantro. He had barely slipped into a light doze. Wary, his eyes snapped open. He saw White-Wing standing by the fire, her frame sharply outlined by the flames, tinting her bronze skin even darker than usual.


    As he watched she unfastened the drawstring of her dress, then turning, she allowed it to fall away from her body. Her long hair, shining like a raven’s wing, hung thickly down to the middle of her smooth back and he was clearly aware of her narrow waist that flared to wide hips bordering generous buttocks like two ripe peaches that ached to be squeezed.


    He felt the hunger rise up in him.


    And with the hunger came stirrings of anger. She knew what she was doing. She knew he was awake. Like a rabbit teasing a fox.


    Purposefully, he turned over, his back to her.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    By sun-up there was already a long queue at the mine office. The Cananea Copper Mining Company, the board nailed above the window read.


    “I’m surprised it don’t say Green’s Mining Company,” Pete remarked as they joined the line.


    “Hope they’re taking on,” Quantro said, counting the number of men before them. He felt awkward, out of place. All the others looked like miners, hard-bitten in their odd assortment of working clothes. Maybe Pete knew something about mining, after all he’d been a prospector, but Quantro had no knowledge about it at all. He had never seen a mine, much less been in one. He had been born and raised on his father’s ranch under a blue sky in Colorado and had done nearly all his work from the back of a horse. Holes in the ground were a completely new prospect, and not exactly one he welcomed.


    The office window creaked open and the line shuffled forward, closing ranks. From where he stood he could hear the clerk’s voice rasping out questions and the easy answers that came back. They all seemed to know what they were talking about. Maybe he’d made a mistake. He should have found a ranching job, but there again all he could expect as a ranch-hand was maybe twenty dollars a month and his keep. He would never get rich on that.


    While he was still thinking, he arrived at the window. The clerk looked him up and down then stroked his chin.


    Quantro’s feet moved uneasily.


    “You mined before?”


    “No.”


    “Handled ore?”


    “No.”


    “Worked as a teamster?”


    “No.”


    “Can you use a pick and hammer?”


    “Never had to.”


    “You look like a cowhand to me.”


    “That’s right.”


    “Then you can handle horses?”


    “Yes.”


    “Okay. Wait over there.” He pointed.


    Quantro stood with a small group of men who looked just as uncomfortable as he felt. Soon, Pete joined him.


    “Looks like we didn’t cut it.”


    “Maybe,” Pete sniffed.


    Shortly, a broad, red-faced man swaggered towards them, chewing on the stub of a cheap cigar. He announced himself as Scheller, the foreman. “All right. None of you guys worked a mine before, right?”


    Nobody answered.


    “I thought not. Okay, I’m gonna put each of you with a man who knows what he’s doing. You’ll soon pick it up. If you don’t, you won’t last the week.” He studied them as if talking was a waste of time. “Follow me.”


    It was murder.


    Quantro was issued with a fourteen-pound hammer before being led down to the rock face, stumbling in the dim light over the small-gauge tracks for the ore trucks. His job was to drive a long drill into the rock, then knock it out to leave a hole for his new partner, the dynamite man, so he could place the charge. Each set of charges needed six holes.


    Swinging the hammer horizontally tore at his shoulder muscles. He gritted his teeth, determined to do the job. Soon, sweat ran freely down his face, dripping off his nose, and his clothes began to stick fast in every place they touched his body. The dust, battered airborne by the hammer blows, rose up in a murky cloud to clog his nostrils and blind him. By the time he had completed the drilling for the first charges, he was aching from head to foot. He waited in the shadows while his partner carefully set the sticks in place and attached individual fast fuses, then followed him away from the face, running out the long slow fuse. He crouched against the wall of the tunnel while the dynamite man prepared the end so it would catch alight quickly. When everything was set, his partner winked at him, telling him to run. As Quantro moved down the tunnel, his mate struck a match then touched the flame to the fuse.


    “Fire in the hole!” he shouted as it began to splutter. Then he was on his feet and sprinting along the tunnel to catch up Quantro. He slapped him on the shoulder, yelling, “Get down and cover your ears!” They both crouched by the wall.


    The charges blew.


    Nearly deafened, Quantro was almost knocked over on his back by the pressure waves. A wall of dust billowed toward them along the tunnel to envelop them in its choking mist. Coughing, they waited until the dust settled. The miners filed past them with their armory of picks and shovels to break up the rough boulders of copper-bearing rock that the explosion had brought down. Expecting to be allowed time to draw breath, Quantro sank to his haunches with his back to the wall when the army of miners had passed, resting his elbows on the shaft of the hammer. Immediately the air began to clear a little, Scheller the foreman came barreling down the tunnel.


    He jerked a thumb. Quantro groaned inwardly.


    “You. On your feet.”


    “I just knocked in all the…”


    Scheller grimaced. “I know what you did. Get on down there and load ore. You, them and me, we’re all on tonnage. The more ore we get out of this damn hole, the more we get paid. Got it?”


    Quantro got it. He rose wearily to his feet and trudged down the tunnel.


    ***


    They both slept the sleep of the dead that night. Pete hadn’t fared any better. He’d been put on pushing the ore trucks out into the open, tipping them, then pushing them back down the mine again. It was a never-ending job and each truck seemed to be heavier than the last. He knew the work wasn’t harder than he was used to that was so tiring; it was the fact he was using a different set of muscles to work with.


    When they arrived back at the campsite after dark, they did barely more than utter single words at each other while they wolfed down the meal White-Wing had prepared. She had eagerly awaited their arrival, but her face had fallen at the sight of the two dirty, exhausted men. As soon as they cleared their plates they hit their bedrolls, both snoring almost immediately.


    Two weeks after they started at the mine, Quantro walked into the big miner he had coldcocked in the Copper Queen. The long days of hard work had toned up his muscles and now he didn’t become so drained by his efforts. He had even begun to dredge up some humor as he toiled in the dark hole. His partner, the dynamite man, was easy to work with and Quantro had also found Scheller to be fair, even if he pushed them hard.


    That morning they had already run two blasts and he was returning along the tunnel to wait for his partner when he came upon the big man. He was standing in a group of miners waiting to go up to the face.


    “You!”


    Quantro stopped and turned, wiping the sweat from his forehead with the back of his wrist. He jerked his head in question.


    “Don’t I know you, Blondie?”


    “Don’t know that you do,” Quantro answered, making to move on. A huge paw clamped down on his right shoulder.


    “Stop, Blondie. I know you.”


    Quantro was tired, aching to sit down and let the ringing of the hammer die in his ears, and to allow his shoulder muscles to relax after the shuddering vibrations that had racked through him each time he struck the drill against the unyielding rock face. “Take your hand off me.”


    The big man didn’t move, just stared intently into his face.


    Quantro looked at the hand. “Won’t tell you twice. Don’t tell nobody twice.”


    The big miner’s face cracked into an evil grin. He chuckled with pleasure at his unexpected find. “Now I know you, Blondie. You’re the one that gave me the lump on my head the other night.”


    “You could be right.”


    “Ha! Now I think I get my own back.”


    “Maybe you will, maybe you won’t,” Quantro whispered, shrugging away the hand. How come these things always came back to bite you on the ass? As it slipped from his shoulder he twisted away. The big man came forward, dropping his pick. Quantro dropped the long drill and backed off across the narrow tunnel, the fourteen-pound hammer still in his right hand.


    The miner lunged, swinging wildly. The blow caught Quantro on the side of his head. He staggered, the big man’s laughter suddenly distant. He shook his head in an attempt to clear it. His eyes eased back into focus to see the huge, hairy face bearing down on him.


    Second nature brought up his hands to defend himself. He realized he was clinging to the hammer. He whipped it up and rammed the end of the shaft into the miner’s gut. The big man gasped. Foul breath washed from his mouth, forced in a rush between his rotten teeth.


    The muscles of his bulging stomach must have been tighter than they appeared. After one faltering step he seized the hammer shaft. With enormous strength he wrenched it from Quantro’s hands.


    With horror, Quantro watched him whirl the hammer around like a battle-ax above his head. He moved to jump sideways but found himself hemmed in by the ring of miners pressing forward to gain a better view. Their bloodlust was rising. Caught in the circle of leering faces, evil in the half light of the tunnel, Quantro realized that nothing short of a bullet would stop this huge angry bear.


    He had no gun. They were forbidden underground.


    Quantro sifted the precious few alternatives he had. He decided to go for the legs. If he could throw him off balance before he launched the hammer, then there was a chance. As he made to dive, the big man completed his final swing then hurled the deadly missile.


    Quantro was already into the act of his lunge when the big man roared. His hands released the hammer and he swerved sideways, his knees bending, released from the strain of holding ground. His timing thrown, Quantro slammed awkwardly into the solid muscle of the man’s thigh. The maw of the tunnel swallowed up the hammer and it landed with a clatter somewhere in the darkness.


    The bad landing jarred Quantro’s jawbone. His teeth rattled like piano keys in the back of his head. Huge hands grabbed the back of his sweat-soaked shirt and hauled him from the floor. A boot crashed into his ribs and he flopped against the tunnel wall. Dazed, chest aching, he was barely aware of the miner standing over him, still breathing shallowly.


    “I don’t need no hammer to kill you, Blondie.”


    I’m in bad trouble, was all Quantro could think.


    Hands grabbed him again. He was effortlessly lifted to his feet. Even then, he could see he was being set up. There seemed nothing he could do about it. A fist crashed into his face, followed by another to the shoulder. His head snapped back, then slumped forward as he began to slide down the wall.


    Exultant, the miner was throwing punches as swiftly as he was able. Blows pounded Quantro’s numb body as his mind closed up to send him on the path to oblivion. In his excitement, the big man mistimed a stroke. His fist crashed into the wall just as Quantro dropped like a stone. He howled, leapt back, nursing his clawed hand.


    The other miners shouted and jeered, patting the big man’s back as he beamed, the congratulations easing the pain of his hand.


    “What the hell’s going on here?” a voice demanded, cutting through their pleasure. They fell into an uneasy silence as Scheller emerged from the gloom, bristling with anger. “Why aren’t you bums working?” he growled, pushing into the circle of fidgeting miners. He took one look at Quantro’s crumpled body before his eyes came to rest on the big man’s bleeding knuckles. His face twisted into a mask of disgust, then he spat into the shadows. When he turned back, his gaze fastened on the miner’s expressionless face. “I’ve had more than enough from you. You’re fired. Now get the hell out of here.”


    The big miner stood like an unscaled mountain, glowering down.


    Scheller sneered, staring back without a trace of fear. “I wouldn’t if I were you. I wouldn’t even think about it.”


    Suddenly the miner looked unsure of himself. A muscle jumped in his cheek, then he shrugged and stamped away, muttering. Scheller watched him go with something resembling satisfaction. He pointed at the nearest two men and gestured to Quantro. “You and you. Carry him out. When he comes around tell him he’s fired. No time for troublemakers down here. We got ore to shift.”


    When the two men bearing Quantro’s limp body emerged into the sunlight, Pete had just tipped a load of ore and was pushing the empty truck back into the tunnel. When he saw Quantro he left the truck and hurried over.


    “What happened?” he asked, surveying the wreckage of Quantro’s puffed and bloody face. The two miners told him the story as they looked for a piece of quiet ground where they could lay down their burden. Unconscious, Quantro lay unmoving but for the rising and falling of his chest, breath rasping between his teeth because his nose was clogged and bloody.


    “You over there! Wiltshire!” an angry voice called. “Get back to your truck here. You’re holding up the line.”


    Pete, kneeling on the ground as he wiped at Quantro’s face with a bandana, looked back over his shoulder.


    “Get somebody else. I just quit.”


    There was a mumble of complaint, and then the caller drifted away. Quantro jacked up an eyelid as Pete looked down at him. He tried to speak but only a whisper came from his throat before he sank back into unconsciousness.


    Over by the mine company’s office there was a jangle of harness as a carriage pulled up. It carried two men, both wearing suits and smoking cigars. There were four outriders with the carriage, men with restless eyes who sat their horses easily with the patience of men used to being paid for waiting around. They were well armed and their holsters looked well used.


    One of the gunmen, seeing Pete, heeled his horse away from the carriage. When the long shadow of the animal fell over the two men below him, the rider reined in, then rested his hands on the saddle horn. His eyes were hidden by the shade thrown from his hat brim.


    “You work here?”


    Pete shook his head. “I just quit.”


    The rider’s hands moved a fraction. “Then get off the mine property. You ain’t needed here.”


    “I’ll need a hand with my partner here…”


    The rider touched his spurs to the horse until the big animal was crowding Pete. He couldn’t step back without treading on Quantro. The gunman urged on his horse again. Pete stood his ground until the flared nostrils of the animal were only inches from his face.


    “Upton! Back off!”


    Pete leaned around to peer past the horse’s shoulder. Harley, the man from the Copper Queen, was striding over. It was then Pete saw the carriage for the first time. He had been too occupied with Quantro. Now he saw its occupant was leaning back into the cushions, puffing at a fat cigar to match the one in Harley’s hand.


    Harley came to a halt beside the rider. “Back off, Upton.”


    The rider scowled, then touched a hand to the brim of his hat in the barest of salutes. He wheeled his horse and walked it back to his companions. Harley turned to Pete with a frown.


    “I know you, don’t I?”


    “You do. The Copper Queen, couple of weeks back. You offered to buy us a drink after my partner took care of a troublesome miner.”


    Harley looked down at Quantro. “Jesus, what a mess. Who did it?” Then before Pete could answer, Harley answered himself. “Don’t tell me, the miner caught up, eh?”


    “Right first time.”


    The businessman examined Quantro’s slack face. “This happen down the mine?” When Pete nodded, he scowled. “Okay, where’re you both sleeping?”


    “Gotta camp outside town.”


    “Thought as much. Well, he’s in no state to turn down my offer this time. There’re some company houses across the railroad tracks, on Capote hill. There’s a couple empty. Get him there. I’ll get the foreman to see to it.”


    “You’re forgetting one thing,” Pete said, scratching at his whiskers.


    “What’s that?”


    “Neither of us works for the company any longer. He just got fired, and I just quit.”


    Harley’s frown eased into an expansive smile. “Don’t worry about that. I’ll take care of it.” He strode back to the carriage where he spoke to the passenger, then went over to the office.


    Moments later the clerk emerged to fetch a team of horses that he hitched to a buckboard then led them over to Pete.


    “Mr. Harley said I was to help.”


    Pete grinned. Harley worked fast. “You sure can. He’s too heavy for my old bones.”


    ***


    “He’ll be okay,” the doctor declared, stepping away from the cot. He rolled down his shirtsleeves after drying his hands on a strip of cloth that served as a towel. “Apart from his face there’s just some bad bruising. I don’t think the ribs are broken but I’ve strapped them up in case.” He smiled reassuringly at White-Wing, who was standing close by wearing her best worried frown. “He’ll be back on his feet in no time.”


    “Right glad to hear it Doc,” Pete said, relieved that the damage was not as bad as it appeared. “You care for some coffee?”


    The doctor pursed his lips, eyes wandering to the whiskey bottle he had used to sterilize Quantro’s cuts. “I’m partial to it real strong myself.”


    Pete had followed his glance. He laughed. “So am I. Juanita here makes the strongest coffee this side of the border. The Canadian border.” He gestured to White-Wing to fetch the pot, then he and the doctor went outside the little clapboard house and sat down on a bench set against the wall. Pete poured a generous measure into the steaming black java in the doctor’s tin mug. “D’you know this Harley feller well, Doc?”


    “Not really. Seems all right. I’ve never seen him do anything to make me change my mind on that.”


    Pete grunted. “Who’s the man with the fancy carriage? Harley was riding with him this afternoon.”


    The doctor polished his glasses, then wound the wire frames around the back of his ears before he offered his tin mug for a refill. “You must mean Bunco Bill.”


    “Bunco Bill? Never heard of him. I’ve heard of Buffalo Bill and Wild Bill, but not a Bunco Bill.”


    “His real name’s William Green.”


    Pete nodded. “It figures. The man who owns everything ’round here. All the stores and the mine too.”


    The doctor added more whiskey to his mug from the nearly empty bottle. “Yes, he owns practically everything. As well as the mine, he owns the smelting plants and the Cananea Cattle Company. Man isn’t satisfied with things; he owns people too.”


    Pete said nothing. He had watched the doctor’s hands shaking when he fixed up Quantro. He was obviously too fond of whiskey to get a job anywhere else. He was over the hill and he knew it. “Why d’you work here, Doc?” he asked softly.


    The doctor pursed his lips then smiled a little sadly. “Once, a long time ago, I did Bill Green a favor. Now he’s returned it.” He reached for the bottle again. This time he made no pretense of pouring it into the mug but took it straight from the neck. He drank like a man tasting his first water after a day in the desert. Now his secret was out yet again there didn’t seem much point in pretending. When the bottle was empty, he looked miserably at it. Slowly, he placed it on the ground beneath the bench. For a moment he rested his now steady hands on his knees as though checking that the medicine had had the desired effect. Almost carefully, he picked up his bag and rose to his feet.


    “How much do we owe you?” Pete asked.


    The doctor shook his head. “Nothing. The company’ll take care of it.” He smiled a half smile as if he was going to say more, then instead walked away to his horse. He hooked his bag over the saddle horn, pausing before hauling himself tiredly into the saddle. He smoothed his moustache and squinted at Pete. “Just make him rest and he’ll be fine. Y’hear?”


    “I hear,” Pete answered.


    ***


    White-Wing liked the little clapboard house. If it hadn’t been that Quantro was so badly beaten, she would have enjoyed the move from the campsite by the creek even more. After her upbringing in the mountains of the Sierra Madre where her relatives had sought refuge from the searching and confining hands of the white man, the white man’s town and way of life was a maze of new experiences.


    Although it was of poor quality, she liked the texture of the dress Quantro had bought her, and now, under the name of Juanita, she could go out into the streets and buy food. Each new store was a challenge to her confidence and not once had her nationality been questioned. Her Spanish was as good as that of the Mexicans and most of the storekeepers employed by Green were American and so spoke only rudimentary Spanish themselves.


    It was understandable the men should notice her. They could hardly fail to. In a mining town such as Cananea women were a rare commodity, at least those that weren’t spoken for. The men were always on the street, lounging in the sun on the boardwalks. When she passed, their eyes would follow, drawn to the promise of what lay under her full skirts. And when their gaze crept up to her face, they would nod appreciatively at the beauty of her soft skin and her dark eyes framed by the lush curtain of her raven hair.


    She ignored them all, fearful they would uncover her Apache heritage. Besides, her heart was full of Quantro. He and Pete were different to all the white men she had known. These miners had no good in them. They were wild-eyed and free with their fists. More than once she had passed them brawling in the street. One would strike another, then suddenly the ruts of the dry road would be full of lurching, drunken men all swinging at one another. They seemed to enjoy it, but it did not appear playful to her, especially when she thought of Quantro lying in the narrow cot with his swollen mouth and battered face. And the way he winced and clutched at his ribs each time he struggled to pull himself upright.


    Now, a week after the fight, which neither he nor Pete had explained to her, Quantro could walk. He accompanied her out on to the street, but the pain was still evident in the way he held himself and from the look in his eyes. She was pleased when he walked with her. It reminded her of the time when he had been recovering from his bullet wounds in the mountains, at the Apache village. That was when he had needed her. Although since she and Pete had joined him he had tried to be cold to her, she had still sensed the way his eyes trailed her about the house while she cooked and cleaned. He had caught her smiling secretly to herself, enjoying his eyes on her, but when he had asked why she smiled, she had shaken her head and said nothing. She had not wanted to spoil it.


    Now, he limped beside her as she walked slowly down Capote hill to the railroad tracks, on their way to buy flour and coffee. When they reached the first of the stores, they met Pete, who was leaning against the hitching-rail, jawing with a man who looked like a miner.


    Quantro leaned toward White-Wing. “I’m getting mighty tired. You get on to the store. I’ll stay here with Pete till you get back.”


    She examined the lines of strain around his eyes and nodded, releasing his arm. “I will not be long.”


    He hobbled over to Pete. The miner said “Howdy,” then slapped Pete’s arm and set off for the saloon.


    “You walking okay, now?” Pete asked.


    “Made it this far. Be riding soon. How’re the horses?”


    “Just been down to the livery. Your buckskin don’t like being tied up in a stall.”


    Quantro smiled. “Like me. He likes new ground under his hooves and a fresh wind in his mane.”


    Pete sniffed. “Which brings on the question. What’re we going to do now?”


    Quantro leaned both elbows on the rail and surveyed the street. “You tell me. The mine job didn’t last too long. Guess I messed that one up.”


    “What the hell? It was bad for my health down there. Pushed many more of them trucks and it would’ve broke my back.”


    Quantro stretched, wincing as pain sliced across his ribcage. “That big miner had a punch like a truck. Only glad he stopped while I still had some teeth.” Quantro began to put together a cigarette, shaking the tobacco from the sack of Bull Durham on to the thin paper. “You got any ideas?”


    Pete scowled. “Not right now. Leastways not any legal kind of ideas that’s gonna get us enough money to buy that ranch.”


    “Never reckoned myself as a train-robber,” Quantro said dryly.


    “Me neither,” Pete grinned. He looked up and down the street as if the answer lay somewhere out there. “Anyhow, it’ll be a couple of weeks before you can ride, so there’s plenty of time to think it over.” He chuckled.


    Quantro looked up from fashioning his cigarette. “What’s eating you?”


    “That is we got plenty of time unless that buckskin of yours kicks down the livery.”


    Quantro snorted. “He would too. He can be…”


    His voice trailed away as a scream pierced the noises of the street. His eyes flickered to Pete, then along the street.


    “White-Wing,” Pete said quietly, but Quantro was already moving, face grim, his boots hammering the boardwalk.


    Then she screamed again.

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    “I’ll bet she does,” drawled the man, his eyes alive and hungry as they swept White-Wing’s body from head to foot as she walked toward him. “Oh, I’ll just bet she does.” His tongue licked across the bottom edge of his teeth then made a pass along his top lip.


    “What, Seth?” asked the other man, a little shorter than his friend, as he leaned against the wall, thumbs hooked in his gunbelt. He was gritty-eyed and hollow-cheeked.


    “Tastes as sweet as a honey pot,” Seth answered, a hand speculatively stroking the week-old stubble on his chin. “And I aim to have me a little taste of it.”


    “Watch your mouth, Seth,” the second man said, sending a gob of spit in an arc over the boardwalk railing. “You got a dirty mind.”


    Seth’s face contorted into a leer. “You bet, boy, you bet.” He pushed his tongue up against the back of his teeth and sucked loudly. Abruptly, he brought his weight off the wall. “And I ain’t waiting any longer. No sir.”


    The short man laid a restraining hand on his arm. Seth shook it off angrily, a hard glitter in his eye. He flexed his fingers.


    “I seen her every day, Billy, shakin’ her ass, and these hands of mine aim to feel it up a little.” He chuckled with anticipation, then his lips formed a hard thin line. “Don’t try to stop me, Billy boy. We’ve been riding together a long ways, I wouldn’t want to finish it here.”


    Billy’s left eye blinked rapidly. Damn, he thought, let him have his fun. He looked away down the almost empty street to where the Mexican girl was steadily approaching. Damn if Seth wasn’t right. She sure was shaking her rump. Wouldn’t hurt her none to get branded by a couple of studs. Aw hell, why not?


    “Down by the alley there,” Seth muttered, his eyes never leaving her for a moment. At the end of the boardwalk an alley ran between the two buildings. The tall grain store on the right cast a long shadow so that, ten or twelve feet back from the mouth, the alley was almost pitch black.


    “You got it,” Billy murmured.


    White-Wing passed them and they both fell into step behind her. If she heard the sound of their boots on the planking, she gave no sign. She walked no faster, no slower than she had been.


    Seth whistled softly. “You see them peaches, Billy boy? Ooo-wee, am I gonna shake her tree.” Billy didn’t answer, his eyes riveted to the generous buttocks, outlined in detail as her full skirt momentarily tightened around her legs. His memory suddenly reckoned up all those womanless days on the trail. He was going to make up for them now. With interest.


    As White-Wing reached the end of the boardwalk and stepped down on to the sun-baked mud of the street, the two men closed in. Seth swung to the outside. His hand clamped down on her forearm. Startled, she turned toward him, wide-eyed.


    He grinned. “Mex, this is your lucky day.”


    On her other side, Billy gripped her right arm. Her scared eyes flickered to him. “Two men in one day,” he said.


    Seth’s free hand closed over her opening mouth. “Don’t tell everybody about it now. They’ll all want to stand in line for a turn.” He leered, his grizzled jaw only inches from her face. “And I aim to take a good long time with you myself.”


    White-Wing was rigid with fear. Prevented from calling out, it seemed her body was paralyzed. Seth stepped around, pulling her into the alley. As they left the glare of the street he glanced back. Nobody seemed to have noticed.


    The wall of darkness snapped the choking hand of fear that gripped her. Her heels dug in, seeking a foothold in order to make a stand. Seth grunted at her resistance, jerking her forward. Billy giggled, tugging at her other arm. She began to fight, snarling like a wildcat. She wrenched her head back, then snapped her teeth shut on Seth’s fingers. He howled.


    “You dirty Mexican bitch!” He slapped her open-handed across the face. Billy moved behind her to grab both her arms. Her fingers, hooked into talons, flashed out. Fingernails raked his face. He jerked away, now avoiding her lashing feet. He fended off another strike from her hands, his arm outstretched blindly out in front of him. Unknowingly, his hand caught in the drawstring of her blouse. Fear of becoming entangled with this wildcat shrank his reach.


    The neck of her dress tore away. Her breasts tumbled free. Seth grinned and moved closer, reaching to touch them. Spittle flecked his lips. Terrified, her foot lashed out. He yelled as pain exploded in his crotch. Doubled over, he held up a hand to cover his face from her flailing fists.


    “For Christ’s sake, Billy, grab the bitch!”


    Billy jumped forward. Instinct closed his hand into a fist. He lashed out and the punch drove into her shoulder.


    She opened her throat and screamed.


    The piercing shriek ripped into his brain. He cracked her again. He threw in punch after punch under the barrage of her own wild blows. Once more his fist caught her.


    She screamed again.


    Dazed, she was weakening, sobs mixed in now with the screams. Billy’s breath was coming in gasps. Trading punches with her had excited him almost as much as the sight of her bare breasts. Heat ate greedily outwards from his groin. Now he seized her shoulders, pulled her to him. His mouth crushed against hers. She strained to pull away, then in a moment of wild inspiration she made to kiss him. He giggled crazily, sensing victory.


    She sank her teeth into his bottom lip. They were welded together, but it was he who screamed now. He tried to free himself. She ground her teeth together so they sawed through the thin flesh of his mouth. His blood was on her tongue. She pulled away, spitting it out.


    Billy was in a blind rage. He staggered back, blood running from his ruined mouth. He groped for his gun. Blind in the darkness, he collided with Seth, who was holding his groin as he dry-retched against a wall. Billy’s hand came up gripping a Navy Colt.


    White-Wing shrank back against the other wall of the alley. The swift burst of fear-fed adrenaline had burnt out and was now replaced by insane terror.


    She began to scream again.


    Billy staggered under the wailing agony of her voice. He thumbed back the Colt’s hammer.


    “You kill me first!”


    Crazy with rage, Billy swung to face the mouth of the alley.


    Quantro stood framed in the glare from the street.


    Billy’s Navy Colt leveled, fed on reflex.


    Suddenly Quantro’s hand was filled and orange flashed from the muzzle of his .44 Colt. The heavy bullet ploughed into Billy’s chest. It tore sideways, dragging him along the wall. His pistol fell to the earth. Seconds later his lifeless body followed.


    Seth fought off his own sickening agony long enough to witness his partner’s fate. His own hand groped for his six-gun and came up firing.


    Quantro was already gone. Where he had been silhouetted against the square of daylight was vacant. Only the face of a curious man across the street was in Seth’s field of vision. A gun crashed and pain smashed into his left arm. He fired wildly, as fast as he was able.


    Quantro hung in the shadow on the opposite wall of the alley. A bullet splintered wood by his head. It was time to finish it. He aimed above and to the left of the muzzle-flashes.


    Then he squeezed the trigger.


    Light lanced across the alley. As the thunder of gunfire died away, Quantro could hear a body sliding down the wall. Then there was silence. He waited until his vision had again adjusted to the darkness after the gun-flashes, then eased out of his crouch. Carefully, he approached the body. The bullet had entered below Seth’s jawbone then blown away half his head. It was an ugly sight. The other one was dead too, a pool of lung-blood feeding the earth where he had fallen.


    The sound as he swung out the Colt’s cylinder and allowed the smoking casings to clatter into the dust was loud in the silence. Automatically, he reloaded, his gaze still resting on the two men.


    There was a plaintive sob behind him. Vermin, he thought, reminded of her presence. Vermin, they deserved to die.


    Quickly, he searched for her in the blackness. She had crawled away, up the alley, and now she was cowering against the wall. A hand held together her torn dress with a pretense of dignity. He touched her shoulder gently and she shrank away until her forehead lay flat on the rough planking as if the solidity of the wall provided protection. Helpless, he fingered her hair. She shuddered, sobs rising in her choked throat.


    “It’s me, White-Wing. Quantro,” he said, not really knowing what to say that would be any use. He stooped and placed strong hands on her shoulders, squeezing gently. “It’s over.”


    The statement brought on another burst of sobbing, broken only as she gulped air. He carefully drew her upright and turned her to face him. He tilted her chin upwards, seeing her tear-streaked cheeks and her puffed eyes, the whites visible in the darkness. She seemed to realize who he was then. Her arms snaked around his waist and she clung to him with a strength that brought gasps as she woke the pain of his bruised ribs.


    It seemed a long time before he heard feet coming down the alley towards him. It was Pete.


    “You okay?” his voice asked anxiously.


    “Sure,” Quantro replied over White-Wing’s bowed head. “But she ain’t.”


    “Goddam, there’s two dead men here!” erupted another voice.


    “The sheriff,” Pete said.


    Quantro handed White-Wing to him. “You take care of her, Pete. I figure I’ve got some talking to do.”


    “You’re damn right you do,” the sheriff stated. “You seem almighty good with a gun, boy. I wonder if you’re as slick with your mouth. Whatever, you’ve just become a good candidate for the hangman.”


    Quantro found himself looking into the cavernous maw of a repeating rifle. “I got some explaining…”


    “Sure.” The sheriff jacked a round into the Winchester’s chamber. “You can come along with me now, whoever the hell you are, mister gunslinger, and you can explain all you want.” Feet shuffled. “Now drop your gunbelt. Unfasten it slowly with your left hand.”


    Quantro did as he was told.


    “Good. Now you walk nice and slow. And I wouldn’t try making a run. I might not be as fast with a gun as you, but, lord, I can shoot the eye out of a turkey buzzard at a hundred feet.” He chuckled knowingly in the dark. “Seems to me I could use a little practice, too.”


    Quantro didn’t let him have the chance.


    ***


    The food was lousy.


    Tortillas and beans. For dinner. For supper. And for breakfast. When the deputy brought the plate and a mug of coffee at noon, Quantro didn’t even look up from where he lay on the cot.


    “Don’t tell me,” he drawled, “ain’t you got any cows ’round here?”


    The deputy grunted and pushed the plate under the cage door with the toe of his boot. “You don’t have to eat it, mister. Ways I figure it, you won’t be eating much longer, anyhow.” He laughed at his own joke, and then went back to the outer office.


    Quantro swung his feet to the floor and put his head in his hands. Even the smell of the beans was beginning to sicken him. He was trying to decide whether to stay hungry or force it down when the outer door opened again.


    He didn’t look up when he smelt the cigar smoke.


    “Good afternoon, Mister Quantro,” a friendly voice said. If anything, it sounded over-friendly, like a man who knew he was going to get what he came for. Quantro didn’t like the smugness in it one little bit.


    “Did you have a good night?”


    Quantro snorted. “You ever sleep on one of these things? I’ve slept on softer prairies. I’d of even slept on the floor if it wasn’t for the bugs.” He pointed to a thick cockroach ambling across the dirt floor toward the plate of food.


    “You don’t have to stay here.”


    Quantro looked up, wary. Harley was leaning on the outside of the cage. Amused, self-assured, just like that night in the saloon. What did he want?


    “You can work for me.”


    “They say I killed two men.”


    “You did.”


    “But not the way they tell it.”


    Harley smiled. “You know it, and I know it. And if it suits me, they can know it too.”


    Quantro considered him. “You saying you can get me out?”


    “It can be fixed.”


    “And the price is I work for you?”


    “You need a job. I’ve got one.”


    “What do you want me to do? Kill a few men for you?”


    “No.”


    “What then?”


    “Just be one of my guards.”


    “That’s what I said. You want me to kill a few men for you.”


    Harley shook his head. “No killing. Just be a guard. You know how to use a gun. You’ve proved that, and everybody in town knows about it, how you came up against two hardened gunfighters and got the drop on them. You won’t need to use it again.”


    “Why me?”


    Harley shrugged under Quantro’s scrutiny. “I like you. You look like an honest man.”


    “An honest man who’s good with a gun?”


    Harley’s face hardened momentarily. “I don’t like backshooters. You do it straight. I admire that.” He paused, but when Quantro failed to fill the gap, he continued. “There’s some men figure Apache girls should be on reservations with the rest of their tribe. Me, I think if a man wants an Indian girl for his woman, then that’s his business. It isn’t my nature to interfere, but…” His voice trailed away.


    Quantro snorted. How many kinds of blackmail did this man need? But if need be, you’d see a word was said in the right ear…


    Harley smiled. “Quantro, you’re a smart man. But you’re a dead one too if you don’t take up my offer.”


    Quantro tried to roll a cigarette from the last few strands of tobacco from his sack. “One thing, my partner, Pete, needs a job too. Take him on and you’ve got me.”


    Harley showed off his white teeth again, flashing them as he fished a cigar from his inside pocket and flipped it through the bars.


    “He’s already on the payroll. He started at sun-up today.”


    ***


    Pete was sitting on the bench outside the little clapboard house on Capote Hill when Quantro walked up the street. He was whittling at a stick. When he heard the footsteps he looked up with a lopsided grin. “See you got your hardware back.”


    Quantro touched the butt of his Colt. “News to you, I suppose.”


    Pete grinned, then sliced another hunk from the stick to join the pile growing by his boots. “No, I figured you’d work it out once Harley put it to you.”


    “Didn’t have much choice.”


    “His boss, Green, owns damn near all the town, law and all, so what Harley wants, Harley gets.”


    “I started seeing it that way too,” Quantro’s nostrils twitched as they detected cooking. “White-Wing. Is she okay?”


    Pete nodded.


    Quantro patted his stomach. “I’m as hungry as hell. All they got down there is tortillas and beans.”


    “She’s cooking fatback.”


    “Smells good.”


    Pete inspected the blade of his knife. Scowling, he began to slice at the wood. “You get on in, I’ve already eaten.”


    “Think I will.” He stood up and pushed open the door. She had her back to him, standing over a spitting skillet on the pot-bellied stove. At the sound of his boot heels she turned, dark flashing eyes that lit up as she saw him.


    She looked good, he had to admit. He almost couldn’t blame those two drifters for wanting to sample her favors. The truth was he didn’t know why he had waited so long himself. Maybe it was the thought that if he left her alone she would go back to her people. Now, he was glad she hadn’t. She’d nursed him twice when he’d been in a bad way. What he had done yesterday wouldn’t even begin to repay what she had done for him.


    He stood there, staring into her bronze face, wondering at her resilience. He could detect no trace of yesterday in her serene face. She looked solidly back at him, knowing he was about to kiss her. She had waited a long time. Just as he was about to close the gap between them, his belly rumbled loudly.


    He stopped, frozen. She burst out laughing. After a second he joined her when he realized how ridiculous it was. The moment had gone.


    “You’re hungry.”


    “I could eat a saddle. As long as there’s no beans with it.”


    She pointed to a chair, her other hand automatically reaching for the coffee-pot. By the door was a bowl of cool water where he washed away the dust of the street. Face damp, but refreshed, he sat down on the hard seat. The strong black coffee was cooling and he sipped it gratefully. The jail coffee had been like muddy creek water. At the stove, White-Wing flipped the fatback over once more in the skillet then served it up.


    Quantro ate as though he hadn’t seen food for weeks. White-Wing wiped her hands and came to sit opposite, watching as he chewed. He smiled his satisfaction, glancing at her pleasing face, remembering how he had thought of her most of the night while he’d been lying sleepless on the hard bed in the jail. He had worried what the attack on her and the death of the two men would do to her. A sudden flash had recalled the image of his own mother, three years back, when she had been raped by the four men he had since hunted down. That indescribable expression before she turned away her face, a raw mixture of shame and embarrassment, scant hours before they had killed her. In White-Wing’s case at least the act had never been completed; he had spared her that.


    But there had been other thoughts too. Since they had left the settlement, he had tried to close his mind to her, and thus relieve himself of the burden of her welfare. Something, he understood now, like looking the other way and hoping everything would disappear. And it had worked too, up to a point. He had forced himself to stop looking at her as a woman, merely as another member of the party. But now, the attack yesterday had opened up that corner of his mind, as if the two men’s advances had in some way proved how desirable she was. The act, no matter how drastic, had brought him face to face with the truth. He wanted her. Last night, alone in the cell he had wanted her more than anything.


    So what if she was an Indian? Men had taken Indians as wives before. With the exception of Harley, nobody else knew she was Apache, they all took her for Mexican, and if she could fool the Mexicans themselves, then the Americans over the border would be no problem.


    He had made his decision.


    He finished eating and lit up the cigar that Harley had given him at the jailhouse. White-Wing still watched him openly. It was as if she knew his mind was made up. She said nothing, just looked at him in that way, and he grew conscious of the low neckline of her blouse where the drawstring nestled in the valley between her breasts. They rose and fell with her breathing.


    She had noticed the change in him as soon as he had come back. The strange fire she had divined in him first at the settlement had waned after the fight with Crawling-Snake, and all along the trail to Cananea she had watched for it to surface again. Now it had happened. It was back in his eyes as he gazed at her. She knew he had come to terms with it at last. Now it was only a matter of when it would happen.


    Outside, the light was beginning to fail and they could both hear Pete still whittling at his stick. The sound stopped, then the door opened.


    “I’m going down to the Copper Queen to drink some beer.”


    Quantro’s eyes never left White-Wing’s face. “You go along, Pete. I’ll come along later.”


    Pete looked at them both and nodded to himself. “It’s a fair night. I think I’ll sleep outside when I get back.”


    “You do that,” Quantro said.


    “Well, I guess I’ll see you later.”


    “Sure.”


    Pete closed the door and they heard his boot heels clatter down the porch steps. They were alone again. She leaned forward and touched a match to the hurricane lamp. When the glass was back down, the room was lit by a soft glow. She was smiling now. I have him, she thought, I have him.


    “Why do you smile?”


    “It is time, white man.”


    Quantro crushed out the stub of his cigar on the dirt floor. “Apache, you could be right.”


    Her hand was at the drawstring of her blouse. “I have waited for your eyes to fall on me since that day at the creek.”


    “I know.”


    A cloud passed her eyes. “You are so sure of yourself.”


    He pursed his lips. “A man should always be sure. It is the only way to be.”


    She smiled. “You said that like an Apache.”


    “Maybe I am a little Apache.”


    She laughed softly as she came to her feet, her voice tinkling like chimes in the wind. It struck him she hadn’t laughed like that since they had been in the mountains.


    “Do you remember the way I looked then, white man?”


    The image of her naked, clutching his smoking Winchester to her brown body just after she had shot Crawling-Snake, sprang into his mind.


    “Yes,” he said, “but remind me now.”


    She tugged at the string and the neck of her blouse fell loose. She stood before him, breasts freed as the material slipped away from her smooth shoulders. Deftly, she kicked away her sandals, then her hands went to her hip to unfasten the skirt. It took only a moment. Blouse and skirt fell to the floor together.


    His eyes roamed the lush mounds of her breasts and across the plateau of her softly rounded stomach to the dark pubic triangle that nestled at the junction of her coppery thighs. They lingered, returning slowly to her face. The womanly smile of the moment before had disappeared to be replaced by uncertainty.


    He didn’t realize how ragged his breathing had become until he tried to speak. His throat was dry. “White-Wing, you’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”


    His words pleased her. A smile tugged at the corner of her lips. The lamplight caught her eyes, dancing briefly, then she turned and tiptoed to one of the cots that stood against the wall.


    His gaze followed the swing of her buttocks, smooth and fully rounded, narrowing to a tiny waist and the ripple of her backbone that crawled upwards until it was hidden by the thick curtain of her raven hair.


    He came to his feet, one hand already unbuckling his gunbelt. From the cot, where she lay one leg raised coyly to preserve the mystery, her eyes smoldered a welcome.


    He was hungry.


    And so was she.


    ***


    The moon was a pale eye that peered in through the window like a ghost on the night wing, casting its silvery glow over her face, relaxed as she slept, cradled warm and secure in Quantro’s arms. His eyes were open. The strenuous activity that had taken place earlier had taken its toll on his bruised ribs. Now they ached as though an iron fist repeatedly squeezed, making the breath catch in his windpipe.


    He needed a smoke.


    Carefully, he slid his arm from beneath her head and swung his feet slowly to the floor. Naked, he sat for a moment, but she didn’t stir. The night was a little chilly so he slipped into his shirt and pulled on his jeans before he padded to the door. Outside, he fished in his breast pocket for his makings, then built a cigarette. The rasp of the match was loud in the night.


    “Can’t you sleep?”


    “No, but I thought you could,” Quantro replied as Pete materialized out of the darkness. He shrugged. “I was thinking about tomorrow.”


    Pete took the offered makings to occupy his fingers. “What’s bothering you?”


    Quantro blew smoke at the moon. “Harley. I can’t figure what he’s up to, but as sure as the sun comes up every day, he’s working on something.”


    “I figure he’s short of good guards.”


    “We ain’t that special. And even if we were, well he’s just too damn neighborly to be normal. First night we’re in town he offers to stand us drinks because we took care of a loud-mouth. Then I get hauled through the dirt and he steps in and gives us a company house and a company doctor to fix me up when neither of us works for the company any longer. Then, when I kill two men and end up in jail, guess who comes calling to fix everything just dandy.”


    “You bellyachin’?”


    Quantro shrugged. “Who knows? It doesn’t set right, that’s all. He’s up to something.”


    “We won’t find out until we start working for him.”


    “Yeah.” Quantro flicked the stub of his cigarette out into the night where it landed with a scatter of sparks on the hard packed earth of the street.


    “When we got to show up?”


    “Nine o’clock at the Copper Queen. With our horses ready to ride. My buckskin’ll be as frisky as a yearling so I’d better ride the bedsprings out of him before then.”


    “We’d better get some sleep.”


    “Sure.” Quantro turned back into the house. He shrugged out of his clothes at the side of the cot, and just as he was about to crawl in, a small hand sneaked out from under the blanket and gently stroked his thigh.


    White-Wing was still hungry.

  


  
    CHAPTER 5


    The job was exactly what Harley had said it would be. They shadowed him as he moved about town and out to the surrounding company smelting plants, conducting his business. As Green’s right-hand man there was a lot of it. Their days were spent waiting around, trying to look alert and menacing, which wasn’t easy under the broiling Mexican sun, or cleaning their guns that didn’t need cleaning because they hadn’t been used.


    For the first weeks Quantro had kept a careful eye on Harley, searching for a clue as to why he had employed them. There seemed no obvious explanation. If Quantro had noticed that Harley was as neighborly in his dealings with people as he had been with him and Pete, then his suspicions would have been erased. But he wasn’t. Only with the passing of the endless days did Quantro begin to accept the job for what it was.


    Payment for boredom.


    One night, after they had been dismissed for the day, Pete and Quantro shared a beer in the Copper Queen. They were both morose, fiddling aimlessly with their glasses while all around them miners attempted to forget their own harsh days in the confining reality of the shafts and tunnels that yielded the ore that paid their wages. If escape wasn’t to be found playing the faro layout, maybe it was by playing poker or downing the bumble bee whiskey until they keeled over into oblivion. The lesser drunk ones disappeared upstairs with the girls as they became available.


    “I’ve had it with this job,” Quantro declared.


    “Me too,” Pete agreed, “but what the hell, the money’s better than when we worked underground. It ain’t natural, besides, for a man to be in the dark when the sun’s up.”


    “But the days seem three times as long waiting on Harley.” He drained his glass. “Doin’ nothing just tires me out. I’m quitting. You got any ideas?”


    Pete shook his head. “Why buck it? We’ve got an easy meal-ticket. Might as well ride it out till we’ve got a decent stake.”


    Quantro waved to the bartender for another two beers. When they were delivered, he sank a long draught. They had waited outside nearly all day in the sun and no matter how much he drank he still felt dry. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


    “Got me an idea. You ever heard of the Scalphunters’ Ledge? Down south?” Quantro said.


    Pete nodded. “Sure I’ve heard of it.”


    “They say there’s a whole heap of gold there.”


    “It’s a dream.”


    “Maybe it is and maybe it ain’t.”


    “I’ve prospected,” Pete said dryly. “There was the Blue Bucket lode on the Malheur River in Oregon, the Lost Bonanza in Nevada, the Lost Cabin in Montana, the Lost Cement in California, the Jim Bowie in Texas. There’s a list as long as my arm and yours put together. They’re all dreams. There’s always legends about lost lodes. Believe me, that’s all they are, legends…”


    “Hey, Pete!”


    Pete broke off his monologue and turned to see another of Harley’s guards, Buck Hulbert, waving from a poker table.


    “Yeah?”


    “Empty chair here. You want to sit in?” He grinned a wolf’s head leer. “Give us poor boys a chance at your money.”


    “No.”


    “What about Quantro? He wanna try?”


    Quantro grinned lopsidedly, more from the beer than good humor. “Sure do.” He pushed back his chair. “We’ll talk about Scalphunters’ Ledge again, Pete.” He weaved among the tables and planted himself in an empty chair.


    Buck Hulbert gestured at the heaps of silver coins. Quantro nodded and dug out his money. They cut around the table for the deal. Hulbert pulled a jack, the highest of the five cards. He shuffled, then straightened off the edges of the deck before he dealt each player an opening card, face down.


    “Stud poker,” he declared. The first player tossed a coin into the center. “Okay,” Hulbert beamed, turning the next card over. “Possible pair of tens here.” A card to the next player. “Possible pair of queens…”


    ***


    At nine o’clock the next morning, when Harley came down looking scrubbed and eager for the day, both Quantro and Hulbert were still at the poker table. Gritty-eyed and gravel-throated they fanned their cards. They had both played well. Quantro’s winnings stood a little lower than Hulbert’s.


    “You two work for me, or don’t you?” Harley said, lighting his first cigar of the day.


    “Yes, sir, Mr. Harley,” Hulbert said, folding his hand on to the table and gathering his stake money. He rose and crossed the foyer. Quantro flipped over Hulbert’s cards. He grinned. Busted flush or not it was still a better spread than his own. Both of them bluffers. Shaking his head, he pocketed his winnings before scooping the pot up from the center of the green baize.


    “This is yours,” he said, holding out the coins.


    Hulbert frowned as he took them.


    “You won. Your ace high beat my jack.”


    “When you two have finished, there’s work to do,” Harley said sourly as he sat down to a table already laid for his breakfast. The two men sat down with him, waiting silently as the food was served. Harley made a great show of eating. Quantro’s stomach began to flip over from the smell of bacon when Upton, another of Harley’s men, came in.


    “Problem, Mr. Harley. Can I have a word?”


    Harley jerked his head. Quantro took the hint and stood up, followed by Hulbert. They stood over at the bar for a moment until Harley called them back.


    “Three guards have gone sick. Looks like something they ate. They were supposed to be part of the five men who have to go to Santa Cruz today to collect the miners’ payroll. You two and Wiltshire will have to make up the number.”


    “What about the bank in town here? Can’t they handle it?” Quantro asked.


    Harley shook his head. “No. They don’t hold much reserve and the miners’ll only take silver, no paper money. The bank used to make special shipments for us but they got robbed too regularly, so now we make our own arrangements. Up to now we’ve had no problems. The days and the routes are varied as much as possible.” He cast a sharp look around the table. “What happens is you get to Santa Cruz by sundown. You stay at the Rose of Cimarron Hotel. You collect the shipment from the bank before opening time tomorrow morning. You’ll bring the silver to the bank here for the night, then the day after you escort it out to the mine and we pay out. Any questions?” Nobody spoke. “You do a good job and keep to the schedule and there’ll be a thirty dollar bonus in it for each of you.”


    Everyone turned to face the batwing doors as they swung open. Pete walked in. Harley gestured to Quantro. “Your partner’ll explain.” He looked around the faces. “It’s getting late. You’d better make a start.”


    They did.


    ***


    The tequila in the cantina was cheap but potent. Pete took a lick of salt from the back of his hand, then gulped from his glass. “God-awful town this. Jesus, and this mescal, likely to blow my head clean off.” He looked over his shoulder at where Upton, Buck Hulbert, and Dobey were bellying up to the bar, ogling a Mexican woman whose low-necked blouse was full to overflowing. In comparison, her face held little attraction. “That Upton. I trust him as much as I’d trust a rattlesnake I’d just stepped on. He was the bastard that just about trampled his horse all over you that day they brought you out of the mine.”


    Quantro nodded. “He’s tough, and he likes everyone to know it. He’s okay, long as you keep an eye on him.”


    “I got a feeling,” Pete persisted. “I figure he’s going to stake his claim on that silver come tomorrow morning. Probably wait until we’re in the middle of nowhere then dump us and take off.”


    Quantro sipped at his tequila. It burned like a river of fire down his gullet. “He’s got to get the drop on us first. My friend here’ll be in my hand.” He patted the Winchester, the “One of a Thousand” that lay on the table.


    “You just watch him good, that’s all.”


    Quantro laughed, feeling the effect of the liquor. “Old man, you worry too damn much. Worry tomorrow when we’ve got the silver.”


    “You fellers want a drink with me,” Buck Hulbert slurred as he waved like a reed before the wind, his feet somehow still anchored to the floor. “S’whiskey. Better’n that lame-brained stuff you fellers’re drinking.”


    “Whiskey?” Pete brightened. “You bet.” He pushed away the dregs of his tequila and gulped from the amber bottle Hulbert held out. “Good. Damn good.” He took another hit then passed the bottle to Quantro. “Here, do you good. Take the edge off that Mex booze.”


    Quantro drank. It went down like cream after the bite of the tequila. And there was a whole lot of dust to wash down after the long day’s ride from Cananea. Each mouthful went down a little bit easier. Soon there was a warm glow in his stomach and a welcome fuzziness that beat away the depression of sitting in a dirty cantina in a sun beaten, tired town called Santa Cruz that was probably the last place God made. And he must have been tired after making the rest of the world because he didn’t try too hard. As the whiskey worked its magic, even the rasping guitar of the Mexican in the corner took on a sweetness that nearly managed to make what he was playing sound like music. What the hell. He took another belt and passed the bottle. Pete grinned, slack lipped, and took his turn.


    After a while Quantro felt the need to visit the backhouse in order to relieve himself. When he stood up he found to his amazement he could almost walk straight. As he passed the bar he noticed that Upton was still leering at the Mexican woman. Now he was closer, Quantro could see she had a moustache.


    “She’ll eat you for breakfast,” he commented.


    “That’s what I was hoping,” Upton said straight-faced then guffawed at his own joke. “I was hoping she might eat me for supper too.”


    “Que? What?” the swarthy woman said, leaning forward.


    “Tell you later, honey,” Upton crooned. “Even better, I’ll show you…” He stroked her wiry hair.


    Quantro pushed his way out of the back door. He stood for a second, squinting into the darkness until he could make out the shape of the outhouse ten feet away. Then he took a step forward.


    He fell flat on his face.


    ***


    Quantro groaned.


    Someone slammed the flat of a shovel down on the back of his head. Or that’s what it felt like. He didn’t dare open his eyes. He had a premonition that particular movement would be extremely painful. Instead, he tried to focus his concentration on the problem of where he was.


    He was lying down. And whatever he was lying down on was hard. He was on his chest, face sideways. He moved his head and sand rubbed into his cheek. Then something wet touched his face. He shrank back but it touched him again. With infinite care he prized open one eyelid.


    It was the licking tongue of a mongrel dog.


    He was in the alley behind the cantina. The pressure in his bladder reminded him he hadn’t made it to the outhouse after all. How long had he been out? The dog, noticing he was awake, backed off warily, then scampered away. Quantro struggled to his feet, swaying as his head threatened to come loose and roll off into the dust. What a blinder. The inside of his skull felt like there was a full-throated Texas tornado howling around in there. He couldn’t remember ever feeling that bad before. His attention was suddenly recalled to the necessity of visiting the outhouse. Shielding his eyes, he staggered in that direction.


    He stood there, breathing out a sigh of relief when it occurred to him that something was distinctly odd. His brain must be sluggish not to have realized. If he wasn’t mistaken it had been daylight out there. He finished what he had come for, buttoned up, and pushed the door slowly open. Yes, it was daylight. They had to be at the bank by six o’clock to collect the silver. Groaning as he narrowed his eyes to gaze upward, he registered the position of the sun. It was climbing. By his reckoning it was about nine. Nine o’clock!


    Oh, Christ…


    ***


    Pete was slumped over the table, his head cradled on Quantro’s Winchester. Buck Hulbert lay face down on the floor, his head under a chair. Quantro shook Pete roughly.


    “Wake up. C’mon, Pete.”


    “S’matter?” Pete groaned, passing a furry tongue over the mountain range of his dry lips. His eyes looked as though they had tried to escape out of the back of his head and failed.


    “You thought it would happen after we left town, but it’s happened already. Likely, they’ve been and gone.”


    “What’re you talking about?” Pete frowned from a face that looked like melted wax.


    “It was the whiskey. Must have had pole-ax juice in it. It hit me like a hammer.” He had a sudden thought. “Upton sent Hulbert over with it. That’s for sure.”


    “Hulbert never drank any, did he?” Pete contributed his brain beginning the painful experience of having to function again. “We drank it all between us. Just you and me.”


    “Hulbert’s under the table there,” Quantro contradicted. “He can’t have been part of it. He must have had some too.” He bent down and shook Hulbert’s shoulder. He didn’t move. “Out cold.” He shook him again, more roughly this time, and when there was still no response he turned him over. The front of his shirt was soaked with blood and his glazed eyes stared upward sightlessly. Somebody had stuck a knife in him.


    “He’s dead. That settles it. Get up, Pete. We got us a visit to make at the bank.”


    Pete pushed himself up from the table, blinking and shaking the molasses out of his head. He winced at each movement, eyes down to slits. “Gotta get a drink to fasten my head back on.”


    The Mexican woman was behind the bar, looking even worse than she had the night before. She jerked her head in question as Quantro dropped a silver dollar on the plank.


    “Whiskey, comprendo?” He wagged two fingers, then pointed to himself and Pete.


    “Whiskey? Ninguino, no.” She waggled her head emphatically. “Tequila, si, whiskey, no.”


    “We had a bottle last night,” Pete said edgily. He pointed to the empty on the table.


    “Hombre, suyo compadre, the man your friend.” She mimed a man peeking down the front of her dress.


    Pete couldn’t work it out. “What in hell’s she talking about?”


    “She says Upton brought the whiskey in with him. That proves it.” He looked at the woman again. “Dos, two, tequilas.” She poured two shots. It went down in one gulp, burning like a river of molten lava, but it seemed to do some good.


    “The bank,” Quantro said, stalking back to the table to pick up his Winchester.


    It was past opening time but there weren’t many customers.


    Judging by the state of most of the people out on the street, Quantro supposed they didn’t have enough money left over from staying alive to entrust to the bank. He went directly to the counter. “The manager, pronto.”


    The clerk looked at Quantro. He saw a raw-eyed, grizzle-jawed man with long blond hair hanging lankly at his shoulders. In his hands was a rifle that looked as though it had been used frequently. It looked like a hold-up. He blinked, frightened, eyes like bulls eyes behind his wire-rimmed spectacles.


    “Si, Señor, I will fetch.” He scurried away through a door at the rear. When he returned it was with a tall, thin man who had a hooknose and slicked-back hair. He strode importantly toward them, the pants of his baggy pinstripe suit flapping around his legs. In his hand was a gun. This one wasn’t frightened. He stopped at the counter, the gun resting squarely at Quantro’s stomach, ready to do business. When the clerk hovered nervously, he waved him away.


    “Yes, gentlemen? Can I be of service?” There was barely a trace of native Mexican in his voice.


    “For openers you can put down the gun,” Quantro said.


    The manager looked down at his pistol as though unaware it had been there in his hand all the time. He motioned with it to Quantro’s rifle. “Only if you return the compliment.”


    Quantro put the Winchester on the counter. The manager smiled and holstered his pistol, inside his jacket. No wonder the suit’s baggy, Quantro thought, I wonder what he’s got inside those pants. A shotgun?


    “We’re from the Cananea Copper Company. We’re here to pick up the silver shipment.”


    The manager gave little away. “How am I to know that? You come in here like bandits, waving guns and terrorizing my staff.”


    “You’d better believe it,” Quantro said. “We came into town with a man called Upton. He carried the authority to pick it up.”


    “Yes?”


    Quantro sighed. “Look, as soon as I find out what’s happened here, I’m going to go over to the telegraph office and notify Mr. William Green that his shipment of silver to pay the miners has been stolen by a certain Mr. Upton. If you don’t believe we’re from the company, you can come over yourself and check us out. A Mr. Harley in Cananea will verify who we are. My name is Quantro and this is Mr. Wiltshire. We’re personal guards to Mr. Harley.”


    The manager studied Quantro for a moment, then decided he was genuine. “In that case you are a little late. The shipment was loaded at dawn this morning. I supervised it myself. They will be well away by now.”


    “That’s what we figured. You saw a note of authority?”


    “Yes. Mr. Upton carried it.” The manager shrugged. “He has been here several times before.”


    “I bet he has. How many men were there?”


    “Four.”


    “Transport? How was the silver loaded?”


    “It was packed in bullion boxes and loaded on a buckboard.”


    “It all went off according to schedule?”


    “Yes. As I told you, Mr. Upton had the necessary authority and I was justified in turning the shipment over to him.”


    “I know. Nobody’s blaming you.” Quantro turned to Pete. “Let’s go send that wire.”


    Upton Taken Off With Shipment + Stop + Hulbert Dead + Stop + We Are In Pursuit + Stop + Quantro and Wiltshire + Stop + Santa Cruz + Stop


    “That ought to do it,” Quantro said, passing the slip back over the counter. “Send it right now.” The clerk nodded.


    “What does ‘in pursuit’ mean?” Pete asked as they pushed out into the sunlight.


    “It means we’re following them.”


    “That’s what I figured,” Pete said glumly.


    Quantro unhitched the buckskin and swung up into the saddle. When Pete was mounted, they wheeled to ride down the street toward Cananea. “Say it, Pete,” he prompted.


    Pete scowled. “There’s no chance. They’ll be clear to the border by now.”


    “Maybe so, but we gotta do it.”


    “Then we’re headed the wrong way. The border’s in the other direction.”


    “Yes, but they’ll have gone out of town this way, then circled around. If we went the other way to save time, we’d just lose what we’d gained by having to cast for their sign.” He grinned when Pete made a face, then spurred the big stallion. By the time Pete caught up they were almost at the end of the street, faced by the open country.


    “Anyhow, why are we doing this? Why don’t we just go back to Cananea and hand the problem to Harley? It’s the company’s money, not ours.”


    “We gotta do it, that’s all.”


    Pete nudged his pony’s ribs so that it kept pace with the prancing buckskin. “That’s a mighty fine attitude. Loyalty to the company. Mighty fine.”


    Quantro shook his head, his eyes already raking the terrain ahead. “Not at all. I’ve no loyalty to the company.”


    “Not one little piece?”


    “No.”


    “Why then?”


    “Harley promised us a thirty-dollar bonus.”


    “Is thirty dollars worth a ride clear to the border just to lose them and have to turn back empty-handed?”


    “There’ll be more than thirty bucks in it by the time we’ve caught them up.”


    “What makes you so sure we will?”


    “I know, that’s all. I know.”


    Pete studied Quantro’s set jaw and the long blond hair blown off the gaunt face by the hot desert wind. Somehow he had the feeling that Quantro would catch them.


    And Pete wanted to be there to see it.

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    Santa Cruz nestles in the southernmost tip of the Huachuca Mountains that stretch up to Arizona. It is all of twenty miles to the border if a straight line is drawn across the map. In reality, it is a whole lot farther.


    They followed the Cananea trail out of town, Quantro taking the north side, scouring the well-churned ground for the point where Upton and his men had split away.


    It was an hour before he found it.


    “Hold up, Pete.” Quantro pulled the buckskin to a halt and slid to the ground. His fingers probed the wheel ruts and hoof prints. As well as testing the firmness of the tracks, he looked for insect trails running across them.


    “They’re moving fast. And that’s one heavy wagon. Look at the depth of the ruts.”


    “Soon tire out the team.”


    Quantro scowled as he remounted. “You can bet if Upton had another two men ready, then they’ll have fresh horses stashed some place up ahead. We’ll be the ones riding blown horses.”


    “Better haul up on them mighty quick, then.”


    “I’ll allow that makes sense. But if they figure we’re following and they know we’ve got to catch up before they change horses, they could be waiting to blow us away.”


    “A set-up?”


    Quantro gazed thoughtfully ahead. “We could ride right into it.”


    “We got to move fast so we can catch ’em before they get lost on the other side of the border.”


    “Patience,” Quantro counseled.


    Pete snorted. “Patience and we’ve lost ’em.”


    Quantro shot him a hard look. “No patience and you’re dead.”


    ***


    “You think they’ve found them yet?” Dobey asked, twisting in his saddle to look at their back trail.


    “Naw,” Upton replied, squinting ahead at the scrub covered hills.


    “But you’re sure we’re being followed?”


    “I can feel it.” Upton rubbed a hand across the back of his neck as though unseen eyes had burned his skin.


    “A posse?”


    “Naw. Quantro and that old coot who rides with him.”


    “Why them? Maybe when they found out we’d already taken the shipment they headed on back for Cananea.”


    Upton shook his head. “Naw. That Quantro’s different. He can add up what’s happening. I’m beginning to wish I stuck a knife into him out in the alley when I killed Hulbert.”


    “I figured Hulbert was okay.”


    “I’d already planned for Jeffers and Webster here to join up with us. Splitting it five ways would have been too generous. Four’s just right.” He grinned slyly, then winked slowly. “Anyhow, we might lose these two along the trail somewhere. You and me, that’s one lot of money between the two of us, ain’t it?”


    Dobey smiled. Yes, Upton was right, but he still disagreed with him killing Buck Hulbert. And just because Hulbert had passed some remark about that Mexican woman. Hulbert had been right too, she had been the ugliest looking female south of the border. Fact was, Dobey had seen prettier looking steers. When they got over the border now, things would be different. There would be fine-looking, no, beautiful women. With that kind of money they could buy all the women they could ever want. And it would take a man some time to get used to the idea.


    And he was going to enjoy getting used to it.


    Upton had fallen back into his customary silence. The way he figured it, a man would have to be plain foolish to waste his energy just by talking under this hot sun. So he retreated into his thoughts.


    Quantro worried him more than he cared to admit to Dobey. As soon as Harley had taken Quantro and Wiltshire on to the payroll, he had made it his business to find out what there was to know about them. Wiltshire was an open book. A few drinks and his whole history came out. A two-bit prospector, searching for a dream until his head was busted in by banditos by the waters of the Escondido. After being rescued, he had been living with Apaches in the mountains of the Sierra Madre until he met Quantro.


    Quantro was a different case altogether. A man hunter. Two years of tracking four men doggedly across as many territories until he caught up with each of them and paid them out in full. It made him a man to watch. Dangerous and patient. A deadly combination. Upton wished to God he had taken him out of the game back in Santa Cruz. He hadn’t wanted Quantro or Wiltshire along on the trip in the first place, but the three other men had made the journey before and Upton had feared they had figured his plan out. It had been easy to spike their food so they went down with food poisoning. He hadn’t figured on Harley picking Quantro and Wiltshire to replace them. He had hoped they wouldn’t be so fast to catch on to what was happening. Now he wasn’t quite sure. They had both seemed to be watching him extra carefully before he’d sent over Hulbert with the doped whiskey.


    He checked the sun. One thing, if they were after him, they’d both have heads as sore as bears. He could only hope that would slow them down.


    ***


    “It make any sense to you?” Pete asked, one leg hooked around the saddle horn of his motionless pony. On the ground in front of him, Quantro was casting back and forth across a mess of sign. Occasionally he frowned and stooped for a closer look.


    When he got no answer, Pete started to roll up a cigarette. His head still ached fiercely and his mouth tasted like the bottom of a buffalo wallow and he didn’t really want the cigarette anyway, but what else was there to do? As he completed his task and placed it between his dust-caked lips, Quantro straightened up. He backed off from the sign and circled toward a thicket.


    Cautiously, his Winchester at the ready, he trod warily over the dusty ground. Now Pete was attentive, the cigarette dangling unlit. He slid his rifle from the saddle boot and rested it across the horse’s neck.


    Quantro grabbed an armload of brush and tugged it loose. When it came away he dumped it on the ground and took hold of another lump. That came away too, then another and another.


    “What is it?” Pete called softly, pulling down his hat brim to shade his eyes.


    “The buckboard.”


    Now he mentioned it, Pete could make out the shape as it emerged from its camouflage.


    “I’d worked it out from the sign that they’d switched to packhorses, but I needed to see it.” Quantro clucked his tongue and the buckskin left Pete’s side to plod over to its master. Pete rode over as Quantro climbed back into the saddle.


    “They’ve broken the silver out into saddlebags,” Quantro said, indicating the smashed bullion boxes scattered in the wagon bed of the abandoned buckboard. “Four men, four horses and four packhorses, I figure. I don’t know how big that much silver looks at one go. Maybe they even had to bury some.”


    “You want to take a look-see?”


    “Not right now. It doesn’t matter. If it’s not all there when we catch up with them, we can always come back here.” He gazed expressionlessly over the wild land and Pete knew he was fixing landmarks in his mind, just in case they did need to come back.


    “Nobody will find it here. Only us.”


    “Which way they headed?”


    “North.”


    “How far are we behind ’em?”


    “Two, maybe two and a half hours. Breaking open the boxes’ll have slowed them down, but now they’ve got the packhorses they can cover rougher ground, no fears about busting wheels. So now they’ll head directly where they’re going, and they’ll be getting there faster.”


    “You reckon they’ll keep on the trail after dark?”


    “Yes, and so will we.” He looked at the cloudless sky. “Long as the moon’s up. Only time we’ll stop is when we lose the sign.” He glanced across at the cigarette still hanging from Pete’s lips. “You going to light that thing?”


    Pete frowned, then plucked the forgotten cigarette from his mouth and looked at it with distaste. “Hell, no, I don’t think I will.”


    “Well, pass it over here, then.”


    Pete held it out.


    “You got a match?”


    Pete sighed. “You got anything?”


    Quantro ignored him, leaning over to reach the flame. He drew down a lungful of smoke. “Yes, I’ve got something. “


    “What?”


    Quantro grinned. “A good nose for tracking bad men.”


    ***


    Upton loosened the saddle-cinch two notches, standing by his horse as it stretched down to drink from the pool. He had slaked his own thirst and his refilled canteen was back on the saddle horn. The day was cooling fast and his shirt was growing stiff with dried sweat. They had ridden hard, not even halting at noon.


    As he waited for his horse to finish, he cast an eye over the pack animals waiting in line for their turn to water. They didn’t look good. The silver, transferred from the bullion boxes to their saddles was too much for them. They’d last longer if there were one or two more animals to share the load. His gaze drifted to Jeffers and Webster. Maybe, with their horses…


    “How far to the border, d’you reckon?”


    Upton’s train of speculation broke and he turned to see Dobey next to him, rubbing a wet bandana through the trail dust caked into his face. “Five or six miles. Not much further.”


    “We going to make camp here?”


    “Naw. We’ll just water the horses, then walk them for a while and push on through the night. If anyone is trailing us, we’ll be in Arizona by midnight.”


    “We been thinking about that,” Jeffers interrupted, squeezing between the crowded horses in the narrow canyon. “If this Quantro feller you keep talkin’ about is following, well, he ain’t the law of any kind, is he?”


    Upton shook his head.


    “Well, then, it don’t matter a damn whether we cross the border or not. That ain’t gonna stop him.”


    Upton squinted. “You tryin’ to say something?”


    Jeffers drew back his shoulders as if to emphasize his height and strength. “Me and Webster figure why cross the border? None of the Mexicans are after us. No posses. You had the note of authority to take the money from the bank, all legal like. So there’s only this Quantro feller to think about. What will he figure on us doing? Crossing the border, that’s what.” He smiled smugly at his logic. “So me and Jimmy here, we got to thinking. Why don’t we just head on out to Nogales, or even better, Sasabe. Let him go bustin’ his ass looking for us all over the territories and we’ll be sitting comfortable, getting drunk, and fighting off the women in Mexico.”


    Upton spat into the dust, then put his hands on his hips and nodded slowly. “That’s quite a pretty speech, Jeffers. I don’t think I’ve heard you string more than five words together in all the time I’ve known you. Not bad. Not bad at all.”


    Jeffers relaxed noticeably, a grin plucking at the corner of his mouth.


    “One thing you forgot.”


    Jeffers’ eyes narrowed. “What’s that?”


    “This Quantro can read sign. He’s a man hunter. He’ll figure it.”


    Jeffers’ frown disappeared and he smiled again. “Hell, who is he, Daniel Boone? Or maybe Davy Crockett? He wear one of those raccoon hats with the tail hangin’ down his back? Nobody, not even an Apache, could track us over this ground. And not in the dark.”


    “Maybe he can, maybe he can’t,” conceded Upton. “I got a better idea. Why don’t we split up? You and Webster head for Nogales, and me an’ Dobey’ll run for the border. That’ll split the trail. He can’t follow both of us.”


    Jeffers pursed his lips. “Yeah, that’s good.” He turned to Jimmy Webster. “We’ll do that. If this Quantro’s such an all fired eagle-eye, then he can choose who he’s gonna trail.”


    Webster nodded. “I guess we’ll be moving out. We want to leave him some sign before dark so he’s sure to see it.”


    “Yeah, you’d better had,” Upton said with an expression the two men missed as they turned to their horses. “You dumb bastards,” he added under his breath.


    Jeffers had one foot in the stirrup and a hand on the saddle horn when Upton’s Colt cleared leather. The canyon was filled with sound as the gun roared. Jeffers screamed as the bullet slammed into his ribcage. He crumpled. His hand fell away from the saddle and his boot slipped out of the stirrup so that he slid under his horse. The animal took two or three steps, edging sideways. Jeffers groaned, eyes closed as he lay on the rocky ground.


    On the blind side of Jeffers’ horse, Webster was already in the saddle. As soon as he heard the first shot, he put two and two together and came up with four. Without waiting to catch his packhorse’s lead-rope, he jerked back on the reins and his mount reared into a turn. Before Jeffers’ body had hit the ground, Webster was laid flat along his horse’s mane, spurring it down the canyon at full gallop.


    Upton swore at Webster’s fast reactions. He dropped his Colt back into its holster, then snaked a hand to the Winchester in the saddle scabbard. In a flash it was in his hands, the horse swinging toward him. Instead of pushing it away, he swung the rifle barrel up over the horse’s neck and used the saddle as a rest. He worked the action as he sighted.


    The Winchester barked.


    The bullet cracked past Webster’s ducked head to ricochet off the canyon wall. Upton couldn’t afford to miss the next shot. He hadn’t the time to go chasing Webster all over the desert. He dropped his aim, working the lever. The spent cartridge ejected into the air and before it completed its twisting journey to the ground, he had pulled the trigger again.


    Webster’s horse whinnied shrilly. Its legs began to fold under it while dust still churned from its flailing hooves. The front legs buckled first, the head smashing into the ground. Momentum carried the rump high, backbone almost bent double, whiplashing. Webster was thrown from the saddle, pin wheeling in the air. The horse badly executed a half somersault until it collapsed into itself. It lay in a tangled heap, legs thrust out at awkward angles. Webster crumpled beyond it, unmoving.


    Upton waited a second to see if Webster ran. When he didn’t, he turned to Dobey, who had stood rigid through the short seconds of the gunfight. “Dobey, watch Webster. If he moves shoot him.”


    Dobey swallowed and walked around the horses to get a good view of the body farther along the canyon.


    Upton crossed to where Jeffers lay in the dust. His eyes were still closed, but his chest moved under the strain of his sawing breath. A red stain was spreading slowly through the thin cotton of his work shirt.


    “Jeffers? You hear me?”


    Jeffers groaned. It was neither an admission nor a denial. His eyelids fluttered once. Upton asked him again. Nothing.


    “No matter, boy.” He leaned forward and placed the barrel of his Winchester against Jeffers’ forehead. “Last time you go any place.”


    Then he pulled the trigger.


    He eyed his handiwork, then set out for where Webster lay. As he passed Dobey he made a flat-handed gesture with his left hand. “Stay here.”


    Webster lay on his back, head awry. His neck was obviously broken. But his eyes were open and they flickered to Upton as he came to stand over him.


    “Still with us, eh?” Upton leered. “Can you speak, you son of a bitch?”


    Webster’s mouth moved but nothing came out. He tried again, with the same result.


    Upton chuckled. “Suits you.” His eyes hardened and his lips tightened to a thin line. “Nobody runs out on me, boy, and don’t you forget it. You wanted to split away and take some of the silver, eh?”


    Webster stared upwards, paralyzed. But he could understand what was being said to him. He watched Upton leering down at him, then felt something hard and steely being jammed into his mouth. It broke off three of his front teeth, his tongue suddenly sticky with blood. Strangely detached, he realized what it was. It was the barrel of Upton’s rifle. His mouth was full of it. He began to choke. Absurdly, he wondered why his broken teeth didn’t hurt, or why he couldn’t feel any part of his body. As his thoughts swirled aimlessly, Upton’s harsh voice broke into his mind, pulling him back towards reality. Even the mouthful of barrel didn’t seem to bother him any more.


    “You bastard, Webster. You cowardly bastard. Nobody, but nobody takes my money away from me.”


    When Upton pulled the trigger Webster didn’t even hear the gunshot.


    His head just disintegrated.


    ***


    “What’s bothering him?”


    Quantro leaned forward to pat the buckskin’s neck. “He’s picked up the scent of water.” He settled back and gave the horse its head. Immediately, it turned off the trail into the mouth of a canyon, hooves chipping on the rocky ground. “Must be a spring down here. If it’s a good place we’ll make camp. I’ve lost the trail. Come daylight I’ll have to start casting where the ground softens out.”


    Quantro sniffed for smoke and strained his eyes in the growing gloom for a glimpse of firelight. It wouldn’t do to ride blind into Upton’s camp, uninvited as they were. The buckskin snickered and stretched its neck as it walked. They were getting close. Quantro hauled back and the horse stopped reluctantly.


    “Wait here, Pete. I’m going to take a look-see.” He slipped out of the saddle to stand by the buckskin’s head. He patted the animal’s neck reassuringly, then faded into the night.


    Stealthily, he crept towards the pool of water that glistened faintly in the moonlight. There were fresh tracks at the water’s edge but no sign of any life there now. He stopped and passed his fingertips over some of the hoof prints. Many of them were too deep to have been made by any other horses than those carrying bullion. So they had been here and were gone, running in the night.


    “They’ve been here.”


    Pete jumped at the voice that came at him out of the dark. He hadn’t heard Quantro coming back down the canyon. “I hear you.”


    “Come on down. We’ll make camp.”


    “Sure.”


    After watering the horses they unsaddled and spread their blankets on the ground. It was too dark to go hunting fuel for boiling coffee, so Quantro dug into a saddlebag and came up with some jerky.


    “Pete? You want to eat? Got some jerky here.”


    “I got something better,” Pete’s voice called softly out of the darkness beyond the horses. When he came within the range of Quantro’s night vision he was carrying an armload of brush.


    “What’s that?”


    Pete’s teeth gleamed in the dark. “Creosote.”


    “What the hell do you want that for? Won’t be enough of it to make a near decent fire.”


    “Enough for what we need. I’m going to do some cooking on it.”


    “On creosote brush? You’re foolin’.”


    Pete’s smile faded. “You shut up, boy, you might learn something.” He stopped and began to break up the twigs. “The Spanish word for this stuff is hediondilla, which means ‘little stinker’. It does too. But when you’ve tasted beans cooked on creosote you won’t want them cooked any other way.” He glanced at Quantro’s skeptical expression and smiled. “You’ll see. It’s good stuff. Some of the Indians use it to help rheumatism, too. I’m not sure how, but that’s what I’ve heard.”


    After the first tentative mouthful of hot beans under Pete’s amused glance, Quantro had to admit Pete was right. He chewed slowly, then without a word wolfed down the whole plateful.


    “Any more?”


    Pete sniffed and said dryly, “Creosote brush. You must be foolin’. Can’t cook on that,” in the tone of voice Quantro had used.


    “Okay, old-timer, you convinced me. I don’t get bellyache in the morning I’ll believe you.”


    “More chow’ll cost you a smoke.”


    Quantro tossed over his tobacco sack. “You got it, now pass those beans.”


    Pete caught the tobacco and put it behind his back, then leaned over the remnants of the fire to look into the kettle. When he looked up he smiled sweetly.


    “Ain’t that a shame. There ain’t none left.”


    ***


    Quantro woke and peered out from beneath the huddle of his blanket into the coming morning. There were still a few minutes before sun-up, the sky lightening in the east over the rim of the canyon, slowly herding the stars into purgatory for another day.


    He spared a quick thought for White-Wing, warm and snug in their cot back in the little house in Cananea, and cursed himself for having to spend a cold night on hard ground, chasing a murderer and thief who had stolen money it wasn’t his duty to get back. He scowled. He was here and he was doing it and it was cold, so what was the use of bellyaching about it? Not wanting to brood, he came up out of his blanket and started to work the stiffness out of his muscles.


    He shivered, the pre-dawn chill still crawling up his back as he went to the pool. The water had cleared again after the horses churned it up last night. He splashed a double handful into his face only to flinch from the iciness of it. He used his bandana as a towel, then looked around for the buckskin.


    The two horses had wandered along the canyon out of sight of the camp, in search of forage. He decided he’d better find out how far they had strayed. He didn’t want to be chasing them after sun-up, he wanted to be out on the trail. The closer he kept to Upton, the better chance he had of catching him.


    He left the pool and started off, walking between the high walls in the opposite direction to the entrance. Around a bed and there was the buckskin and Pete’s pony both cropping at a clump of bleached grass. He clucked and the stallion lifted its head. Still chewing, it ambled toward him. He stretched out to rub its neck as the horse nuzzled into his shoulder. Absently, his eyes wandered around the canyon walls, the rock features becoming more distinct with each second closer to the day.


    Pete’s pony started forward, then circled widely around a huge boulder that stood at the base of the rock wall, as if something it was afraid of lurked there. Probably a rattlesnake. Quantro’s hand dipped and came up holding his Colt. He pushed the stallion away and went over to take a look.


    He didn’t like what he found.


    “Pete! Pete! Get on over here!”

  


  
    CHAPTER 7


    Pete shucked out of his blanket, eyes wide. He was on his feet with his rifle in his hands before he realized he wasn’t still dreaming. Automatically, he had fallen into a straddle-legged crouch, ready to fight.


    “Quantro?” he called softly, looking around.


    “Over here. Come and look at this.”


    Relaxing, Pete set off toward the bend from where Quantro’s voice seemed to be coming. Dawn was upon them now, a rosy glow haloing the canyon. The first rush of adrenaline petered out and Pete’s emotions leveled off as he came within sight of the horses. Spying Quantro by the big boulder, he went over.


    “Look at this.”


    Pete’s eyes roamed over the two bloody bodies, one piled on top of the other in the shadow of the rock.


    “Upton’s men?”


    “Could be.”


    “Bickering among themselves now.”


    “Looks like Upton won. You know them?”


    Pete scowled at the sight of Jeffers’s shattered skull, then switched his attention to Webster. He shook his head. “Don’t reckon so. Wouldn’t know ’em if I found ’em dead in a canyon.” He turned his head and spat. “If they are Upton’s men, this is the best place for ’em. I won’t lose any sleep.”


    “Me neither,” Quantro agreed, “but if that bank manager back in Santa Cruz was right, now we know there’s only two of them left. Upton and Dobey. What d’you reckon on Dobey?”


    Pete took a last look at the bodies, then turned to walk away, motioning Quantro to join him. “Dobey seemed okay. Not the sort to have a hand in anything like this. Clean country boy type, y’know?” He scowled. “Nowadays you can’t tell. Put a gun in a kid’s hand and let him grow a moustache, an’ show him a pile of money and all of a sudden he’s a big desperado. You never can tell. After all, look at you.”


    “I ain’t got a moustache,” Quantro growled. “Besides which I can do without funnies this time of the morning, ‘specially when I’ve slept on cold ground. Makes me stiff.”


    Pete’s eyebrows went up. “What about me? Way I remember it, I’m the old one in this partnership.”


    “You know what they say, the old ones always know how to make the best campfire coffee. They’ve had more practice.”


    Pete snorted. “Good thing, too. Couldn’t drink the swill you dish up, no how.”


    Quantro slapped his back. “You get the fire going while I hunt up some sign.” Before Pete could answer, Quantro walked away, clucking his tongue for the buckskin to come. With quick, economical movements, he saddled and bridled the stallion. When it puffed out its chest, he smiled to himself, then elbowed it sharply in the ribs. As it deflated, he pulled the saddle cinch two notches tighter.


    ***


    The skillet was sizzling over the tiny fire when Quantro rode back into the canyon. Since he had been tracking he had taken to wearing his kabuns, knee-high Apache style moccasins, mainly for comfort. Now he slid noiselessly out of the saddle and padded towards Pete’s back.


    The older man was hunched over the skillet, turning the slabs of spitting bacon. He turned fractionally sideways and spat.


    “Won’t catch me out like that, boy. Heard you coming from a long ways. Without the head I had yesterday from that pole-ax mixture Upton dropped us, my faculties are workin’ just fine.”


    Quantro didn’t answer, just hauled up to the fire sniffing the bacon. “I found ’em.”


    Pete was straight-faced. “Figured you had.”


    “How come?”


    “Like you said yourself, you got a good nose for bad men.”


    Quantro snorted. “Oh, yeah?”


    “’Sides, if you hadn’t found ’em you wouldn’t be back by now.”


    “You want the news or don’t you?”


    “Go ahead, soon’s you pass your plate over here ’less you want to chew on hot fat with your fingers.”


    Quantro handed him the plate. “I headed straight north. Picked them up right away soon as the hard ground faded out ’bout a mile away.”


    “Figured you would.”


    Quantro ignored him. “Tracks were interesting.”


    “Uh?”


    “They turned back around and headed back here. They’re here now, watching us.”


    Pete’s expression never altered. “Yep. I know.”


    Knowing Upton was at that very moment probably sighting his rifle down on them, Quantro kept his anger down to a harsh whisper, delivered from the side of his mouth. “What d’you mean, you know?”


    “Figured it out last night when we got here,” Pete replied, apparently unconcerned. “When you found those bodies this mornin’, that just confirmed it.”


    “If you figured it out last night, why in God’s name didn’t you tell me?”


    Pete glanced sideways. “Well, you’re the big scout ’round here. That’s your job, to figure out what the opposition’s doing.”


    “Jesus,” Quantro said to himself. He couldn’t keep his gaze from slipping to the canyon rim.


    “Here,” Pete said, holding out the tin plate, the bacon fried to a crisp. “I et mine before. Too hard like that for my old teeth.”


    “You won’t have any teeth left if you keep things like that from me,” Quantro muttered. “Anyhow, seeing you’re so all fired intelligent, how come they didn’t hit us last night?”


    “Too dark.”


    “This morning, then?”


    “You went out to hunt up their sign.”


    “So?”


    “They want us together. Makes things a lot less messy.”


    “But I’m here now.”


    “Yep.”


    Quantro stuck his fork into the first piece of bacon. With it halfway to his open mouth he stopped. He frowned, eyes going to Pete’s face, then down to Pete’s hand as it crawled casually toward the rifle on the ground beside him. Their eyes met.


    “You got it,” Pete said under his breath.


    “Oh, Christ,” Quantro muttered as a rifle barked and the tin plate was snatched from his hand by the bullet. The freshly cooked bacon was tipped on to the sandy floor of canyon before his horrified eyes.


    He leapt sideways, grabbing his own Winchester from his knees. He came up running, dodging bullets. He slipped, cursing, skidding to the safety of a boulder by the pool.


    He suddenly remembered the fork. The bacon was miraculously still on it. At least he hadn’t lost all his breakfast. A bullet chipped a sliver of rock from the boulder above his head as he put the fork to his mouth. The bacon was hot. It burned his tongue. Wincing as he cautiously chewed, he worked the Winchester’s action.


    “Pete? You see where he’s shooting from?”


    Pete loosed off a shot toward the top of the canyon. “See them two rocks, one shaped like a bear’s head? There’s one of them behind there. Saw me a flash of light up there a while back.”


    “Okay, I’ve got him.”


    “Hey, Quantro?” Pete called again, sighting down his rifle barrel.


    “What?”


    “Didn’t your ma never teach you not to speak with your mouth full?”


    The reply was drowned by gunshot.


    ***


    “Damn,” Upton cursed, wiping the sweat from his forehead with the back of his wrist. It wasn’t yet hot, but the waiting had made him nervous. It wouldn’t have been so bad if Jeffers and Webster were still with him. He didn’t want any mistakes. He wanted Quantro dead and out of it. He knew nothing of Dobey’s capabilities, supposing of course that he had any. Yesterday he had just stood by stupidly during the gunfight with Jeffers and Webster.


    Upton knew all too well Quantro’s skills. Apart from the story of his hunting down four killers, there was also the incident in Cananea when he had gunned down the two drifters who had tried to rape the Mexican woman. He had heard the sheriff comment on Quantro’s speedy and accurate shooting. In fact the lawman had been so impressed he had gone through all the wanted flyers to see if there was a price on Quantro’s head. There hadn’t been, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t wanted in the territories over on the American side of the border.


    Riding away from the canyon last night, Upton had given some thought to what Jeffers had said before he died. About the border not stopping Quantro. It was true. When Upton had envisaged the robbery, the whole of the planning had been based on the assumption that if they were chased, it would be by the Mexican authorities, the red-shirted Federales. The nearness of the border had been an attraction. A short, hard ride and they would be safe.


    Quantro had spoiled all that. Riding towards the border, Upton had suddenly had the chilling thought that Quantro would keep on following, no matter what, and that the rest of his life would be spent looking over his shoulder, waiting for the moment when Quantro would emerge out of the past. Listening to the doleful plodding of the packhorses behind him, Upton had come to the conclusion there was only one solution to the problem. Meet it head on. Let Quantro catch him and get it over with now.


    Better still, meet Quantro on his own, Upton’s terms.


    That’s why he was here now, sweating with fear as he peered down into the canyon. By the time they had doubled back on their tracks and reached the canyon it had been well after nightfall. They had made a halt on the top rather than brazen directly into the camp. Upton had scouted the rim, spying only the tiny pinpoint of light that was embers of what could only have been a very small cooking-fire, close to the pool.


    From that distance he had been unable to distinguish between the sleeping men and the impenetrable inky shadows that filled the bottoms. He had climbed down to slowly penetrate the canyon, a vague hope of killing Quantro and his partner while they slept. The two horses, foraging loosely, had heard him in the darkness, their wandering hooves suddenly still. There had been the beginnings of a snicker in the stallion’s throat. If the animals woke Quantro, then the fight would have been on his terms, and Upton would have lost his edge. And Quantro wasn’t a man he wanted to second guess in the dark.


    He needed all the edge he could get.


    Retracing his steps back up to the rim he had figured the best chance he had was to wait for sun-up, then catch them by surprise. The last thing Quantro would expect was that he, Upton, had come back to face him and have it out. Of course, it would not be as simple as that. Quantro would not see him. A well-placed shot out of nowhere and Upton’s problems would be over. All except getting rid of Dobey, that was. But that could be taken care of later.


    They had made dry camp, well back from the rim. Upton took the first watch. Nothing had moved out in the desert and he’d had to keep moving every few minutes to keep out the cold. With no fire there wasn’t even coffee to help him stay awake. Shortly after midnight he had woken Dobey with instructions to wake him a couple of hours before sun-up so he could take his own turn in the blankets.


    He had woken just as dawn was breaking. Dobey’s back was to him, sitting on a rock, hunched into his coat, rifle across his knees.


    “What’s happened?”


    Dobey had blinked slowly once and shrugged, reluctant to admit he had fallen asleep. Upton had suppressed his anger and gone to scout the canyon rim. He cursed to himself, lying against the rock. He had planned on catching Quantro and Wiltshire before they had chance to move. The odds were they would want to be out on the trail by dawn, chasing hard, like a pair of blue tick hounds.


    He had been half right. As he lay on the rim he could see Quantro was already gone. Wiltshire was collecting brushwood to build a fire. Upton jacked a round into his rifle’s chamber before sighting down on the man below for a few seconds. He decided against it. If Quantro was in earshot, which was quite likely as gunfire would carry a long way on the still morning air, then he would come back alert, hunting and ready to kill. No, it was better if he caught them together. Two well-aimed shots and he would be in the clear.


    It hadn’t taken long for Quantro to return. Upton had watched him ride in and approach the fire. He had made a sign to Dobey to get ready. He would give the two men below time to settle down. A couple of minutes then it would begin.


    The nerves had started coiling up then. He had watched Wiltshire hand Quantro the plate. He had settled his rifle-butt into his shoulder. Nice and easy. Allow for windage and drop. A downhill shot. Not ideal conditions, but then a man couldn’t have everything. Nice and…


    Dobey’s rifle barked. Upton screamed a curse. The coil of his nerves sprang free, then he was pouring lead down into the canyon as fast as he could work the Winchester. He almost howled with frustration as Quantro skidded behind a boulder, unscathed. What was even more surprising was the older man, Wiltshire, had reached cover first.


    He shot a look of disgust at Dobey, who stared right back. Stupid son of a bitch. How dumb can you get? Why hadn’t he waited? He knew the plan. Why hadn’t he done what he was told? A bullet ricocheted off the rock in front of Upton. He flinched as fragments battered the crown of his hat.


    Damn, Quantro had him spotted already. He retreated then moved along the rim to fresh cover. He bellied down behind a wide slab of rock, leaning out to fire twice in quick succession. A bullet cracked overhead in way of reply. He veered back and caught his breath. When he leaned out again he saw a figure move below him. He fired just as something tore at his arm, like the sharp tug of a freshening breeze. He thought nothing of it. He fired then ducked back.


    Dobey was shooting like he had a crate of ammunition open at his elbow. Upton shook his head. If he shot like that when he couldn’t see anything, how in hell would he shoot when he could see something? Upton edged back until he could see the boy, away to his right. He made a sign that said “take it easy,” thinking as he did that his right arm felt a little stiff.


    When he looked at it, his shirt was torn and blood was running in a stream below his elbow. It didn’t hurt. It just felt uncomfortable. Just a nick. He peeled back the torn sleeve. His arm was bleeding freely, teeming down his upper arm. He found the sight remarkably ugly. Other people’s blood and gore he didn’t mind, especially if he had been the cause of their discomfort, but his own was a different matter. That made things personal.


    He pulled out the tail of his shirt and ripped off a strip to serve as a bandage. He mopped up the blood as best he could, then attempted one-handed to tie the material around the wounded arm.


    The idea was simpler than the reality.


    ***


    “Gone quiet, ain’t it?” Pete said. “You think they’ve run out of bullets?”


    “Step out in the open if you’re that eager to find out,” Quantro counseled.


    “Hope this don’t go on long,” Pete continued. “I left the coffee-pot on the fire and it’ll boil dry.”


    Quantro sniffed the aroma, now heavily disguised under the stench of gunpowder from the shooting. “Could’ve used a cup. Thirsty work, this.”


    “What d’you reckon they’ll do?”


    “How the hell do I know?”


    “You’re the pistolero, not me. I’m just an old prospector.”


    “A righteous old prospector,” Quantro mumbled, taking advantage of the lull to sneak a quick look around his rock. A bullet smacked into the dry earth by his shoulder, then he heard the gunshot and spotted the puff of smoke up on the rim.


    “You reckon we’re pinned down here?” Pete said conversationally, sniffing.


    “What you mean, you old coot, is can I circle ’round and have at them from behind? Is that it?”


    “Something like that.”


    Quantro looked back and forth along the canyon walls. Maybe, just maybe, he could get out of there without being shot to pieces. It would take some fast legwork and some very quick shooting from Pete. He put his idea into words.


    “I got plenty of bullets,” Pete confirmed, sniffing. “Don’t know as I can shoot ’em off as fast as you.”


    “You’ll manage.”


    “I’ll allow I might.”


    Quantro glared at him. “You’d better.”


    Pete shrugged. “Been nice knowing you, boy.”


    “Don’t even joke about it,” Quantro snarled before falling into an uneasy silence. He knew Pete would handle it as best he could, but jokes about failing didn’t exactly set right at that particular moment. It seemed bad luck somehow, and making a run along the bottoms was going to use up all the luck he could get a pledge on.


    He gave a thought to his bum leg, the one that had been broken and set wrong nearly three years back. It was stiffening a little as a result of crouching awkwardly for such a long period. He turned his back to the rock and stretched out both his legs, bending the bad one slowly. It felt okay. Maybe it was a sign his luck was running good.


    Pete glanced over as he pushed bullets into his rifle’s magazine. He eyed Quantro seriously for a moment. “Luck, boy,” he said before he winked and brought up his rifle to his shoulder. “You ready?”


    Quantro finished reloading his Winchester, then twisted into a crouch, tensed to run. He nodded.


    “Now!”


    Quantro ran.


    Behind him, Pete hammered out shots as fast as he could work the lever action.


    And he prayed a little bit too.

  


  
    CHAPTER 8


    Quantro zigzagged down the canyon as fast as his legs could measure out strides. Fear was a full grown buffalo cow sitting on his chest, but adrenaline was a bountiful supply of energy that made his legs fly.


    He ran the wrong way.


    If Upton was expecting him to make a breakout, then he would think he would head for the canyon mouth and then circle from there. Going the wrong way might gain a second that could become vital. The buckskin was up around the bend where Pete’s pony was grazing. Once in the stallion’s saddle he could be out of the canyon in a matter of moments.


    He was wrong. His ruse didn’t throw Upton at all. But one factor in his favor was that by crossing the bottoms to the east wall, the same side as Upton, the two gunmen couldn’t hit him. The east wall was too steep. Or so he hoped. He would not find out until he tried it.


    If he was still in their sights, then they would have him cold, for there was no cover at the foot of that wall. All the loose boulders were on the west side where the cliff was more broken, a steep but not vertical drop to the bottom.


    As soon as he broke cover, Upton and Dobey opened fire. Upton had hissed a warning of what might happen, so they were ready. Fortunately for Quantro, it was Dobey covering the way he had chosen to run. His reactions were not as honed as Upton’s, nor was his shooting. But once started, he shot fast.


    Quantro ducked across, dust devils springing up by his heels as he sprinted. With one shoulder scraping the wall he ran for the bend. Bullets cracked persistently overhead.


    There was sudden sharp pull on his left foot. He staggered, rifle swinging in counterbalance. He’d been hit. It took another five yards to fall back into the rhythm. A moment later, he was skidding around the bend. And safe.


    He fell against the wall, panting. Air rushed in great gulps down into his aching chest. Too many cigarettes, he thought absently. They’ll be the death of me, ruin my running. One of these days I’ll really need to make a run and that’ll be the day they get me. Then he remembered his foot. He raised his left leg for inspection. No blood, not even a hole in his high moccasin. Then he saw where a narrow chunk of leather had been gouged diagonally out of the extra sole he had added to make them tougher. A bullet char. Two inches higher and it would have been his ankle. Maybe his luck was running good.


    Now for the buckskin before Upton or Dobey ran along the rim to throw down shots on him. He shouted, competing with the gunfire still coming from where Pete was holding them off. The stallion came over. Quickly, he mounted and slid his Winchester into the saddle boot out of the way. He patted the horse’s neck as he waited.


    Then he heard it. The gunfire was beginning to wither away. Pete’s rapid covering-fire had long since become irregular as he took care in placing his shots, but now Upton and Dobey began to slow. With any luck, at least one of them would be reloading when he made his dash.


    Now. He kicked his moccasin heels into the stallion’s ribs and it leapt forward. Around the bend, then they were galloping between the walls, powerful hooves throwing up dust. All three rifles opened up, shooting across him as he threw himself low on the buckskin’s lashing mane.


    It was over in a moment. The guns were behind him and he was out in the open. The horse shambled to a stop, shuddering with the exertion. Quantro was almost shaking too, but he had no time for that. His heart still pounding, he grabbed his Winchester and slipped to the ground. A slap on the horse’s rump and it took off away from the canyon.


    Now for the slow bit.


    He knew where Upton and Dobey were, but the chances were they would shift positions before he got to the top. If they had any sense, that was. From his point of view, the worst move they could make was to meet him headlong at the crest. They would have him cold.


    Soft-footed, cautious, he made a start on the slope. Over on the right the sun had begun its long climb to noon. He hoped matters were resolved one way or another by then. Midday on top of the rim would be unbearable. Already sweat had soaked his armpits and was running down his ribcage, and his shirt was stuck fast between his shoulder blades.


    After twenty feet he paused to study the rim. One careless move, that’s all it would take. But there was only a blank skyline staring immovably back. He took a deep breath, shifted his weight on to his bad leg. It was holding out. He started up again, picking his way through the scramble of boulders. Another pause to catch his breath and scout the horizon.


    Nothing.


    He moved on. His legs were beginning to show the strain of the climb and he was growing edgy. It had to happen soon. It was the law of averages. Up to now it had been too easy. A sudden premonition crept into the corner of his mind to plague him. A solitary gunshot echoing through the canyon and he would be dead, eyes open to the sun.


    Where were they?


    If Upton was trying to retain the edge, Quantro had to admit he was making a real good job of it. The whole thing was unreal. It was as if he was the only man in the desert, climbing a slope in the middle of nowhere, only the cactus and the hot wind watching him lazily, knowing he would pass along, as had all men. The gunfire had long since died away, contributing to his uneasiness.


    Ten feet from the rim he fell into a crouch. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and checked the Winchester once again. There was nothing more he could do. Again he studied the rim with no result other than he had begun to distrust his vision. And a heat haze was starting to build up, distorting his view of the land into a shimmering mirage. Everything felt wrong. That heavy silence that always seemed to precede a burst of violent action was missing. Quantro called the sun to account on that score. He waited, nervy.


    Nothing happened.


    The waiting was over. Quantro sprang up from the ground to run the last few yards. He was at the rim. He threw himself over bracing himself for the death rain of lead. He hit dirt and rolled, the Winchester coming up ready.


    Nothing but the breeze.


    The land up there was almost flat with little cover. He could see clear along the east side of the rim. He frowned, then slowly came to his feet, the rifle dangling from his right hand.


    His eyes had not lied. There was nobody there.


    The rim was deserted.


    ***


    “He’s making a break!” Upton had yelled. Below them, Quantro kicked the buckskin into a gallop, racing down the canyon in a thunder of hooves. Upton opened fire, teeth gritted against the jarring his nicked arm was receiving from the repeating rifle’s recoil. It wasn’t painful, just sore, and it would not stop bleeding. The makeshift bandage was already sodden. He fired twice, but before he could line a really good shot Quantro was gone.


    “You think we got him?” Dobey’s voice asked from along the rim.


    “He got out,” Upton countered, “unless you saw him come off. I didn’t.”


    Dobey crabbed across towards him. “You hit?”


    Upton nodded, adding a grimace for good measure.


    “What d’you think he’s at?”


    “He’s going to circle ’round behind us, that’s for sure.” Dobey looked around in panic. Upton touched his wounded arm gingerly and winced, hamming it up. “I’ll tell you what we’ve got to do. We gotta leave here fast. I don’t think I’ll make it with this arm, so I’ll stay and slow him down a little to keep him off your back.”


    “What if you don’t make it? You’ve got to ride. Half the money is yours.”


    “You bet,” Upton whispered under his breath. Aloud he said, “Well, can you hold him for a spell, then when he gets too close, jump your horse and catch me up? I’d sorely ’preciate that. I won’t be able to ride fast with this.” He indicated the blood-soaked bandage. “You can catch me up easy.”


    Dobey nodded thoughtfully. He glanced down into the canyon and back at Upton. “Reckon I can handle that. “


    Upton climbed slowly to his feet, a hand supporting his wounded arm to good effect. “You sure now?”


    “I’m sure.” Dobey raised a grin. “See you at the border.”


    Upton flashed a grateful smile. “The border, then.”


    He walked over to where his horse stood, trailing reins. He climbed aboard, sawing at the reins, digging in his spurs as the horse wheeled, waving adios.


    Dobey watched him go, then switched his attention to the rim. He hadn’t liked to admit it to Upton, but the prospect of facing Quantro alone almost scared the pants off him. He liked to make out he was a hardened gunfighter, but the truth of it was he had shot at very few men. His reputation had been made at county fairs and the friendly contests of skill that always take place around men who use their guns a lot. But killing men was different, especially men with reputations like Quantro.


    Dobey figured Upton had been lucky in a way to get wounded. It had got him out of this situation. Then he got to thinking about Upton’s wound. He hadn’t seen him bandage it. That must have been hard. He must be some tough hombre to keep on shooting after he’d been hit. But then it occurred to Dobey that Upton couldn’t have been hurt that bad if he’d still managed to handle the kick of a rifle.


    That discovery bothered him. His thoughts returned more and more to it as he waited on the rim. The way Upton had cradled the arm as though it was about to fall off. And all that wincing. Didn’t fit with the tough image somehow. Dobey could remember seeing a cowhand once whose horse had fallen on him and smashed his hip so badly there had been white bone poking out through the broken skin. He had lain on the ground and said matter-of-factly, “Damn, I guess that puts me out of the dance Saturday.” He had fallen quiet, then added, “This week at least.”


    No, there had been something odd about Upton’s behavior that Dobey couldn’t place. It would come. He moved on to the problem of Quantro. How long would it take him to get up on to the rim? Dobey reckoned his best bet was to stay put, then when Quantro came sneaking over, he could just squeeze off one shot. He measured the distance from his position to the rim with his eye. Like shooting a turnip off a stick. Unless, of course, Quantro got over without him seeing. That thought made him jumpy.


    Then he remembered.


    When Upton had swung his horse he had been holding the reins with his left hand. That meant he had to have waved with his right. And it was the right arm that was wounded, so weak he’d had to cradle it as he walked away.


    The bastard. Upton had buffaloed him.


    Dobey ran for his horse.


    ***


    Quantro stared at the empty rim. He walked over to where the first gunman had been. Sure enough, shells littered the ground. Farther along, he found the second gunman’s stand. Mixed in with the empty brass casings were unused bullets. It had to have been Dobey. It was a sign of nerves, working the action of a rifle twice between shots.


    “Pete!” he yelled over the rim, stooping to collect the good bullets, threading them into the empty loops of his belt.


    “Yeah?” came back the reply.


    “They’ve cleared out. Put the coffee back on and dig me out some chow. Lost me the last lot.” Quantro followed Dobey’s tracks to where his horse had waited, then began to cast in a circle. He picked up Upton’s trail without any effort, but no others. He made another cast, wider this time, but still picked up nothing. The only two sets of hoof prints led north.


    They had run for the border once more.


    ***


    Quantro ate hungrily. The wasted climb had sharpened his appetite. Pete sat by, sipping his coffee.


    “We camping here again tonight?”


    Quantro mopped at his plate with a hunk of bead. “Meaning?”


    “Way you’re chewing at that, it’ll be sundown before you’ve finished.”


    “Soon’s I’ve had coffee we’ll break camp.”


    “You said they’ve run north again?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, we’d better move. Once they hit Arizona Territory there’s no end of towns to get lost in, all within spitting distance of the border. There’s Bisbee, Packard, Watertank, Charleston, Fairbank…”


    “You trying to depress me?”


    “There’s worse. Three miles on the American side is the railroad. One way runs clear to El Paso.”


    “How far’s that?”


    “Somewhere over two hundred miles, give or take twenty. And westwards it runs through Tucson and on to Yuma.”


    “The bad news?”


    “Three hundred and fifty miles.” Pete considered Quantro’s face. “If they get on those rails it’ll take us years to find ’em, hunting through every rat-hole in every town along the way. If and when we do haul up on ’em, chances are there’ll be none of the silver left.”


    “You’re real bright company.”


    Pete shook his head. “Just the cold facts of life.”


    ***


    The buckskin shifted restlessly beneath Quantro as he waited for Pete to mount up. He guided the stallion between the walls, then turned east out of the canyon mouth before he stuck his heels in so the horse would jump at the climb up to the rim. Out of the shade of the canyon walls the sun was a furnace in the clear sky that sucked hungrily at their sweat. When Pete topped out, Quantro was walking the stallion, leaning out over its neck.


    “Must have run a straight line for the border.”


    “Maybe,” Quantro conceded, stepping down to examine the tracks more closely. “Doesn’t figure. Seems to me Upton pulled out first, the way this sign reads. But if he left Dobey here as a rearguard, why did Dobey cut out before I hit the rim?”


    “So what?”


    “Something else, too. They must have left the packhorses away from the canyon so they’d make less noise when they sneaked back last night, but they sure as hell didn’t bring them here on to the rim.”


    “You saying if you don’t pick up their sign soon, they left them some place else?”


    “That’s about it.”


    “Then they’ll be riding like hell for wherever the silver is,” Pete sniffed. “Can’t see Upton letting it out of his sight for long. “


    “Me neither,” Quantro agreed, vaulting back into the saddle. “What I don’t like to think about is there could be somebody else in on it, maybe someone with a place near the border who’s minding it for Upton. That could make it even more difficult.”


    “If that’s so, we can forget it. We’ve lost ’em.”


    Quantro looked up, face grim. “Not yet we haven’t.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 9


    Upton wished his arm would stop bleeding. He had already changed the makeshift bandage once since he had left the canyon but the material was again soaked. It was that way sometimes. You got hit bad and you hardly bled at all, but when you just got nicked you bled like a neck-cut buffalo.


    He was almost there.


    He had it all to himself now, and that was the way he had planned on from the very beginning. The only trouble was he would have to load all the packhorses himself. The original scheme hadn’t called for Dobey to be disposed of quite so soon, but what the hell, Quantro would take care of that for him. With any luck, Dobey would keep Quantro occupied on the rim for a while. Maybe he would even kill him, but Upton didn’t think Dobey was anywhere near as good as that. Keeping him tied up for a while would be good enough. As long as there was time to reload the silver and cover the short ride to the border.


    The border spelt freedom. And rich. Rich with a capital R.


    The horses were penned in a dry wash Dobey’d found. When Upton had decided to turn tail and go back to the canyon to get Quantro, it had been a simple matter to weave some brushwood to form an effective corral gate to cover the end of the wash. In one of the shale walls Upton had found a hollow deep enough to hide the saddlebags that contained the silver, then covered them over.


    He pulled his lathered horse to a standstill and studied the land. If he cut west a little he would soon be there. Good. He turned to inspect his back trail. No telltale plumes of dust. Also good. Dobey was probably still holding off Quantro. Wishful thinking perhaps, but any additional minute that Quantro was kept off the trail was another minute for Upton to make his getaway.


    He urged his weary horse forward, angling across the rising ground. It was a good hiding-place he had chosen; there was no sign of the dry wash as he approached it.


    He passed through a saddle in the rise then swung west into the beginnings of broken ground. Jagged rocks thrust through the earth as though grasping for a handhold in the clear sky, and on the south side, a huge saguaro cactus pointed swollen fingers accusingly at the fireball of the sun.


    The brushwood gate was still in place. Still mounted, he fashioned a loop in his lariat, then made a cast on to the twisted weave of thorny wood. He hauled in the slack. Once satisfied the rope would hold, he wound a coil around his saddle horn and backed his horse. The gate swung open.


    The packhorses were still there, but it was the silver his mind was uneasy about. The shale in the hollow was undisturbed. Distrusting appearances, he swung down off his horse and prodded the ground. It felt right. The shale shifted, allowing a corner of the tarpaulin to poke through. He lifted it carefully. The saddlebags were underneath it.


    He unhooked his canteen, sitting down next to the heap of his wealth. He wiped his face, then swallowed a mouthful of lukewarm water.


    Only a few miles to the border.


    The lure of freedom fed his muscles with waking energy. Refreshed, he came to his feet. Now for the horses. He hung the canteen back on the saddle and filled his hand with the lariat. Ready, he began to croon softly, starting toward the packhorses where they milled restlessly against the back wall of the wash.


    He caught them one by one. As soon as each was saddled and bridled, he attached it to a lead rein from his riding horse, then went to catch the next. It grew easier as the line of harnessed mounts lengthened.


    Sweat was rolling down through the dust on his face by the time he had finished, but he was smiling. He wanted to sit down and rest, but he was too close to waste time now. Instead, walking slowly, the harsh sun sapping his strength, he crossed to the cache and pulled away the tarp.


    The pile of polished leather bags glistened an invitation. Unable to resist, he unbuckled a flap then dipped his hand inside. Coins. Hard currency. Piles of them. When his hand emerged, sunlight flashed sparks off the silver dollars. He rubbed them appreciatively between his fingers before pressing one of the coins to his lips and kissing it.


    Rich. Rich.


    With the first of the heavy bags hanging from his hand, he came to his feet. Swinging it over the packhorse’s back brought a grunt of effort. He found himself panting as he threaded the saddle buckles, but he slapped the animal’s rump in sudden good humor. Rich. Grinning stupidly, he turned back to the cache.


    Hard work, but nice work if you can get it.


    ***


    Christ, he was tired. But it was done. Upton tested the last fastening on the packsaddle, then walked to his riding-horse. All the fetching and carrying had stiffened up his nicked arm. He inspected it. The bleeding looked as though it had at last stopped. He reached up to grip the saddle horn then hauled himself up on to the horse’s back.


    How long had it taken? He squinted from below the protection of his hat brim at the sun. About an hour. Just that quick glance upwards was enough to make him more aware of his dry throat and his cracked lips and how drained he felt.


    He groped for his canteen. He pulled out the stopper and held it to his mouth, gulping the water. With his free hand he patted the horse’s neck.


    “Well, old hoss, we’ve got us a piece to ride.”


    A Colt barked.


    The canteen was ripped from his hand to spin away across the dry wash. He watched it land. Dented, it lay on the parched earth, water dribbling from the unplugged neck. He was too tired and too surprised for any lightning reactions. He was welded to the saddle. His only means of defense was the pistol at his hip.


    His hand snaked toward the holster.


    The Colt barked again. The bullet was close. Too close.


    “Don’t,” a voice said quietly.


    Dobey.


    “How in hell did you get here so fast?” Upton asked.


    “We’ll talk about that in a minute. Get your hands up above your head and sit still.”


    Upton’s hand eased away from his gun, but he was slow in raising his right arm.


    “Get that arm up, Upton, or I’ll put a hole through your head.”


    Upton turned a little in the saddle. “What you so jumpy for, boy? I loaded the horses ready for when you got here. That was the deal we made back at the canyon, wasn’t it?”


    “Get those hands high.” There was a loud click in the stillness as a hammer was drawn back.


    “Slow down, boy. I can’t get this arm up. That bullet must be stuck in it. It hurts like hell.”


    “Save it, Upton, I’m past believing you. You don’t get that arm up, you’re dead.”


    Upton stretched.


    “Got you figured, Upton. You fake a bad wound, then you leave me a sitting target for Quantro while you light a shuck for the territories.”


    “Naw. You got it all wrong. I wouldn’t do that to you, boy. We’re partners, fifty-fifty.”


    “Webster and Jeffers were your partners too.”


    Upton shrugged. “No denying that. Figured you and me needed some help to shift that silver. Wouldn’t have gone far split four ways. The plan all along was that it was just for you and me. ’Sides, you earned your share, staying back there to face up to Quantro. I know it must have been tough, him being a killer and all, but you’re here so you must have made out all right, just like I knew you would. Now we’ve got him off our trail we’ve got a clear run.” He paused, but got no reaction.


    He wished to God Dobey was in front, then he could figure out some sort of action. If he could keep him talking long enough, maybe he could work him into a better position. “Just think on all them saloons and poker games waiting on us along the trail. Them fancy cathouses too. How long is it since you had a woman? Not just any woman, but a real woman? You never had no money, did you, boy? Well, I’m telling you that there’s pleasure palaces like you never dreamed of. Crystal chandeliers and carpets on the floors as deep as prairie grass that suck at your ankles. And the women…” He shook his head in wonder that there could be such females. “Oh, the women. Some of ’em come from as far away as France. That’s in Europe. Real Par-is-ee-enne, they call ’em. Smell like flowers in full bloom from the mountains. And they know what a man likes. They know so well that when you come out of there your knees are so weak you can hardly stand up straight. They make you think that you never knew what women were like before. And believe me, you didn’t.”


    There was silence. Goddammit, Upton thought, what’s he up to now? Where is he? Has he moved? Slowly, he let his right arm relax and begin falling, inching down the long reach to his gun.


    “Keep still! Keep those hands high!”


    Dobey stood up, his Colt leveled on Upton’s back. Cautiously, he walked down from the rim of the dry wash where he had been sitting while Upton loaded the horses. Let the bastard do all the work, he had thought, fingering his gun restlessly. He had earned it.


    Now the waiting was over.


    He closed in behind Upton’s back. Silently, he came to stand next to the horse’s rump, then reached up to pluck the six-gun from Upton’s holster.


    Now the gunman was unarmed, Dobey could afford to have some fun with him. “I didn’t kill Quantro.”


    Upton’s face twisted into an ugly grimace as he turned in the saddle and glared down at the man below him. “He’s not dead?”


    Dobey smiled at Upton’s anger.


    “But you winged him? Winged him good?”


    “No. I figured you out before he got to me.”


    Upton’s eyes swiveled to scan the horizon. “You damn fool. Then he’s still out there, coming after the both of us.”


    “I guess so.”


    “Then get your horse and let’s ride. We’ve got to put as many miles between him and us as we can. Come on boy. And give me my gun. If he’s here now…”


    “Still scheming?” Dobey wore a half smile.


    Upton’s eyes narrowed, his face relaxed, surrender and amiability grafted skillfully into his dusty skin. “You got all the cards, boy. It’s your play.”


    The Colt moved a fraction. “You ain’t wrong. But, then, you’re not going any place. If I’m going to sample all these fancy whorehouses you take such pleasure jawing about, it’ll be on my own…”


    Upton’s foot slipped from the stirrup while Dobey was talking. In a burst of desperation he lashed out. His boot heel caught Dobey’s gun hand. The Colt flew from his fingers, Dobey’s body twisting behind his wrenched arm. Upton’s leg came to the end of its swing, then whiplashed back. As Dobey fell forward off balance, Upton’s Spanish roweled spur raked across his neck. Dobey screamed, staggering backward.


    Upton did not wait around. His heels were into the horse’s ribs. His hands scrabbled for the reins and the lead rope, tied to the saddle horn, snapped tight over his thigh. As the horse began to canter, he reached back and pulled his Winchester free from the scabbard. The rifle across his body, he worked its action then twisted to look back.


    Dobey had flung himself clear of the churning hooves of the packhorses. Now he was visible over the bouncing saddlebags. One hand was to his bloody neck, the other reaching for the pistol he had taken from Upton and pushed into his belt.


    Upton steadied his aim as best he could with the galloping horse beneath him. He had to shoot fast, he was coming to a rise. He squeezed the trigger.


    The rifle barked and Dobey went down.


    The horse side-stepped, and with one foot still out of the stirrup, Upton almost fell. He grabbed for the saddle horn, his boot groping for a hold. He found it, but when he turned again, Dobey was lost to sight behind the billowing dust kicked up by the horses.


    Upton was free again.


    ***


    Quantro found the dry wash without any difficulty. He had followed Dobey’s straight line, noting wryly that the gunman was riding flat out. Any man riding like that wasn’t exactly bothering to cover his trail, his mind all too obviously concerned with something up ahead.


    But what?


    The thought crossed Quantro’s mind that it would be a trick. Upton had already played foxy more than once since Santa Cruz. There was more than an even chance he would again.


    When he and Pete came upon the dry wash, Quantro was even more suspicious. Were Dobey’s obvious tracks just to lure them into an ambush set in the bottoms?


    He left the buckskin with reins trailing and approached the wash on foot. All was quiet.


    The place was empty.


    Without waiting for Pete, he went over the rim, moccasins skidding even though they sank ankle deep in the loose shale. At the bottom he read the sign. When he had uncovered its story, he called for Pete.


    The older man crested the rim and slid his horse down the slope Quantro had used. “You got it all figured out?”


    “Some,” Quantro conceded, going on to explain how Dobey had sat on the rim for a while before he’d come down, then how the two men had talked before Upton pulled out, leaving Dobey behind.


    “They fell out?”


    “Seems like it.”


    Pete sniffed and pushed his hat to the back of his head. “Men always get greedy. See a little silver, they want more.” He put a hand to his chin, rubbing thoughtfully at the two-day growth of graying whiskers. “So now Dobey’s after him too.”


    Quantro nodded.


    Pete pursed his lips. “That could save us a sight of trouble.”


    Quantro glanced at where Dobey’s trail led out of the wash. “Know what you mean. If both of them were riding with the silver, one could take time out to mess up the trail. This way, Upton might cover his tracks but Dobey’s going to be so all fired angry he ain’t gonna bother to cover his. He should give us a straight line to Upton.” He turned to read the older man’s face.


    Pete was already walking back to his pony.


    ***


    Pete leaned out over the boardwalk railings and spat into the dust of the street. He grimaced and looked over to the sign that read: Charleston Telegraph Office, Cochise County, Arizona Territory. He studied it a moment, then spoke out of the corner of his mouth.


    “Well, are you going to send it or not?”


    Quantro followed Pete’s sightline. The ferocity of his gaze gave voice to his wish that the office would disappear. It didn’t. Instead, the curl of smoke from the cigarette in his mouth drifted across his eyes. He rubbed at his face, then inhaled a last lungful before he plucked the stub from his lips and tossed it out into the street.


    “Well?” Pete persisted.


    Quantro’s facial muscles pulled his face in different directions. His shoulders hunched as if he was about to shrug but he was only hooking his thumbs in his gunbelt.


    “If I didn’t know you, I’d say you were kinda reluctant,” Pete said dryly.


    Quantro’s head dipped and he finally executed the shrug his shoulders had threatened before. When his voice came, it came like a twister out of the dry prairie, full of venom and cutting down everything that stood in its path.


    “And tell them what, for God’s sake? Tell Harley we lost ’em? He’s going to love that to death, ain’t he? Lost them.” He spat it out. His knuckles were white as his hand snaked out to grab the railing. “Son of a bitch. What can I tell him? That we trailed them right across the Huachuca Mountains, over into Arizona, up the San Pedro River for twenty miles only to lose them after they hit the main trail?” His eyes raked the street, flickering over the townsfolk going about their business. “They’re here. I’m sure of it.” He shook his head angrily. “If I can’t tell Harley we’ve caught them, I won’t tell him anything.”


    “You’re the boss,” Pete said in a voice that stated he didn’t agree.


    “The hell with it,” Quantro muttered, suddenly striding into the street.


    Pete stepped out after him. “You going to send it?”


    “Hell, no, I’m going to wash the dust out of my throat.”


    It was early for the saloon to be crowded. As they pushed in through the batwing doors a lone gambler looked up from his hand of patience, but when they ignored him he went back to his cards. At the sound of Pete’s boots rattling on the planking a girl in a red satin dress stopped tinkling on the piano and turned to eye him.


    “Two beers,” Quantro instructed the bartender. The girl appeared at his elbow. She squeezed his biceps playfully then leaned forward to display the goods on offer inside her low-necked dress.


    “You look strong,” she cooed seductively. “You come looking for a pretty girl to spend money on?”


    Quantro said nothing just stared at her. Chestnut hair. For an instant he recalled the saloon girl he had done business with after he had blown Purdy Dale, the man with the scar, to bits with a scattergun in Pueblo on the Arkansas River nearly two years before.


    Something ugly must have passed over his face, for the girl’s confidence drained away and she backed off from his chilling eyes.


    Pete frowned as he watched her retreat. Quantro, however, acted as though nothing had happened. He reached for his beer and sank a long draught. There was less than a mouthful left in the glass when he stood it back on the bar.


    “We’ve got to give it some thought.”


    “What?” Quantro asked.


    “The wire.”


    “What for? I told you I’m not sending it.”


    “Maybe Harley thinks the wire we sent from Santa Cruz was just to make it look as though we weren’t in on the job. Maybe he’s got the Pinkertons trailing us already.”


    “Never thought of that,” Quantro admitted. He inspected the bottom of his glass and signaled for a refill. “Still, I don’t like telling him we’ve lost them.”


    “We don’t have to.”


    “Uh?”


    Pete had a sly grin hiding among his whiskers. “We could say we’ve found them but they’ve cached the silver and we’re waiting them out.”


    “That’d be straight lying.”


    “No-o,” Pete drawled, “more sort of optimistic.”


    “That’s not how I’m feeling right now.”


    Pete shrugged. “Me neither. Okay, so if we don’t find the stone they’re hiding under, later on we say they foxed us again. If we do turn them up, then we weren’t lying at all.”


    Quantro considered the old man’s innocent face before he allowed himself a smile. “That’s one way of looking at it.”


    “What we got to lose?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Okay, what the hell, something’ll turn up.”


    “I hope so,” Quantro said, hoping just that.

  


  
    CHAPTER 10


    The only rooms in town were at the saloon where they had quenched their thirst. And even then they had to share. While Pete took up their gear Quantro sent the wire, then took the horses to the livery for bedding down.


    “This the only livery in town?” he asked the stable hand as he walked along the stalls, checking on a vague hope that Upton’s or Dobey’s horse would be there.


    They weren’t.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Okay. How much?”


    “Four bits a horse.”


    “You got it.” He handed over the coins, then hit the street again. No other liveries in town. If they were here, their horses must be stashed some place they didn’t think they would be found. But where? The buckskin was in no shape now, but in the morning after a grain feed it would be fine. He would take a look then.


    Back in the saloon, Pete was eating at a corner table.


    Quantro glanced apprehensively at the plate. “What is it?”


    “Beef stew.”


    “Good, I could even eat a beeve still on the hoof.”


    Pete made a face. “You’ve come to the right place. This bastard’s still running.” He contemplated the mess. “And it looks like a good chance I will be too come morning.”


    “No steaks?”


    “No. Stew. Take it or leave it.”


    Quantro sat down and waved to the barkeep for a plate. The same saloon girl who’d tried to pick him up earlier brought the food. When she saw who’d ordered it, she didn’t wait around. Quantro called her back. “There a doctor in town?”


    She regarded him warily. “Sure.”


    “Where can I find him?”


    “End of the street. White place.” She paused a moment, then when his attention switched to his food she turned away.


    “Hey.” There was an ominous tone to his voice.


    She froze and turned to face him slowly.


    “We’ll be needing coffee here,” he smiled.


    ***


    The white paint was peeled by the sun but the house was still whiter than the other clapboard houses. A heavy woman opened the door, an apron girding her thick waist. A strand of dark hair had escaped her bun to hang limply on her coarse cheek.


    “The doctor at home?”


    “No. What do you want?” she asked suspiciously, her eyes raking Quantro from head to foot.


    “When will he be back? We’ve got a sick friend.”


    “Oh,” she mouthed. “Well, he had to go out to the Benson place. Mrs. Benson’s expecting her third.”


    “When did he leave?”


    “Early this morning. One of the hands came for him.” Her expression seemed to say that men don’t understand these things. “He could be away till the morning.”


    Quantro nodded and turned away.


    “What did you say your name was?” she called after them as they went out on to the street. Quantro turned to close the gate.


    “I didn’t,” he smiled.


    ***


    “I’d lay money you checked all the horses in the livery, too,” Pete said.


    “No luck. Thought the doctor might know something. Maybe one of them got hit when they were shooting at us in the canyon, or when they were fighting each other in the dry wash. Upton’d rather use a gun than words.”


    “Maybe that’s because he don’t know any words.”


    “Only the lawman left,” Quantro said, cutting over to where a shingle bore the legend Sheriff’s Office. The door was open.


    A gangling youth was sitting with his boots on the desk. They had seen better days, as had his patched pants and battered felt hat. A deputy’s badge looked as though it was the only thing holding his threadbare shirt together. The youth took one look at the two trail-stained men, picked up the six-gun that had been lying on the desktop and swung his feet to the floor.


    “Better leave it alone or you might hurt yourself,” Pete offered from the doorway.


    “I’m the law here, mister.”


    “Looking for the sheriff,” Quantro said flatly.


    “He’s out.”


    “I can see that.”


    “On business.”


    Pete sighed loudly. “My friend here has a short temper, and we’re running out of time. What sort of business and how long has he been gone?”


    The boy’s eyes flickered to Quantro’s well-used gun butt, then at the ice-blue eyes. “Truth is, he’s gone out to the creek. Runs west from here to the foothills of the Dragoon Mountains.”


    “A fair piece?”


    The boy nodded. “But I wouldn’t cause no trouble here. He’ll be back real soon.”


    “Gone all day?”


    “Fish bite better at noontime.” He realized what he’d said and that it was now too late to keep up the pretense. “He says fishin’ gives him thinking space.” He eyed the gun he’d put back on the desk.


    “We just wanted a word, nothing more. If he hasn’t been here all day he can’t help us. We’re looking for two men. You seen any strangers? Would’ve come into town about noon.”


    The boy shook his head, no. “You’re the only two strangers I’ve seen today. You bounty hunters?”


    “No.” They turned to go. “By the way,” Pete added. “Better put some bullets in that gun next time. You’re lucky we weren’t real bad hombres.”


    The boy stared at the closing door, then at the gun. The stranger was right. It was empty. How had he known?


    “Seems like we ain’t getting lucky,” Pete commented as they headed back toward the saloon. Quantro didn’t answer. Pete glanced at him. “You sure are quiet.”


    “A man don’t learn anything by talking all the time. Sometimes he has to shut his mouth and listen.”


    “You telling me I’m talking too much?”


    “Can’t tell whether you’re trying to say something or just giving your tongue some air.”


    The saloon had filled during their absence. Quantro elbowed his way to the bar and shouted for two beers, then turned so that his elbows rested on the polished oak, eyes roving the room. No sign of either of them.


    “Well?”


    Quantro turned back and raised his moccasined foot on to the brass foot rail, eyes moving to the mirror hanging on the back wall behind the whiskey bottles, checking and rechecking. “Looks like Dobey picked up on where Upton cut away from the main trail, or he would be here in town.”


    “Maybe he caught him up.”


    “Maybe, maybe not. Come sun-up we’ll have to make a scout and hope to God we can sniff the pair of them out.”


    Pete looked over at the two poker games in progress and the number of men waiting for chairs.


    Quantro motioned to the bartender for a bottle of whiskey. “I’m going to get some shuteye. Going to be a long day tomorrow.”


    “Me too, I reckon. Not that I need as much beauty sleep as you. Me, I’m pretty enough.”


    “You say pretty enough or pretty rough?” Quantro jibed as he grabbed the whiskey and made for the stairs. Almost at the top he stopped and made a last survey of the room. Nothing. He scowled and was about to continue when the first door in the passage opened. A saloon girl came out carrying a bowl. She was close to tears, Quantro thought as she squeezed past them and hurried down the stairs.


    “You see what was in the bowl?”


    “Too busy looking at her,” Pete confessed.


    “There was a bloody bandage in it.” Quantro eased along the wall to the door and listened. He heard groans. He jerked his head at Pete, and placed the whiskey bottle on the floor out of harm’s way. Pete moved to the other side of the doorway. They both drew their guns.


    Quantro leaned across to slowly turn the handle. The door gave. With a glance at Pete he flung it open and burst into a blur of action. Within a second he was inside the room, the .44 Colt up and lined on the bed. Still moving, he cleared the doorway so the wall was at his back. Pete sprang through after him.


    They both crouched, guns ready.


    In the bed an old man wearing a nightgown and a tasseled cap blinked at them with watery eyes. His mouth hung open in surprise, a toothless cavern. Hesitantly, his hands crawled skyward.


    Quantro relaxed, allowing his arm to fall, then holstered his gun. He sighed, eyes flickering to Pete, who shrugged, embarrassed as he put away his own weapon.


    “Our mistake,” Quantro mumbled, already on his way out into the passage. Pete pushed himself away from the wall, then tilted his hat to the back of his head. He pursed his lips and jerked a thumb at the doorway.


    “The girl with the bowl.”


    “Pretty, wasn’t she?”


    “Don’t you think you’re a little old for that?”


    The toothless gums clamped together and a twinkle appeared briefly in the old man’s eyes. “The doc says my eyes are too bad for playing cards, and that whiskey’s bad for my liver. One time I used to like a cigar but now just one puff makes me cough from morning till night. I ever get too old for girls, son, I might as well be dead.”


    Pete considered him a moment then smiled. “Old timer, you got a point there.”


    Quantro was leaning against the wall out in the corridor, having already retrieved the whiskey bottle from the floor. He didn’t look any too happy.


    Pete made a gesture. “We all have our off days.”


    “Every day?” Quantro levered himself off the garish wallpaper. At the other end of the corridor Pete fished the room key out of his pocket and was about to insert it into the lock when Quantro laid a restraining hand on his arm. Pete frowned, but Quantro placed a finger to his lips and pointed downwards.


    Light showed through the gap under the door.


    Quantro checked the number. It was the right room. He waved Pete to one side of the doorway while he took the other, again placing the whiskey bottle on the floor. He drew his Colt and followed the routine they had just used at the old man’s room. When the mechanism of the door handle clicked free he paused for an instant, keeping back out of the line of fire. When nothing happened he sprang into the room. Landing in a crouch, the Colt’s hammer cocked, he covered Pete’s entry.


    The only reaction from the room’s occupant was a hollow, racking cough from the bed.


    When there was no gunfire to welcome them, Quantro stepped towards the bed where the dim light from the bedside lamp outlined a figure laid full length. The man seemed to be on his side, hands clutching at his stomach, his face away from the light.


    Reaching the table, Quantro held his gun next to the man’s head at point-blank range while he used his free hand to turn up the lamp’s wick. As the spread of light increased he was able to make out the figure’s details more clearly. Whoever it was, he was badly wounded. Blood trickled between the fingers pressed to his stomach. Gut shot. The face was still in shadow.


    Quantro leaned over him, holding up the lantern.


    The wounded man coughed again, this time weaker than the last, his shoulders bunching as his stomach muscles contracted, hands clutching even tighter against his bloody shirt. As the light splashed across his face his eyes lazily opened, no recognition in the pupils, vision turned inwards against the enveloping pain. He wore no weapon, his gunbelt hanging from the head rail of the bed, the leather darkly stained with blood.


    As Quantro holstered his Colt, Pete crossed the room from his post by the door. He took one look at the man’s face and sniffed.


    “Well, he ain’t going to hurt nobody, least of all us.”


    “But what’s he doing here?” Quantro asked. “I thought you and me’d be the last folks he’d want to see.”


    Pete’s shoulders moved. “You’d better ask him.”


    Quantro’s eyes returned to the man on the bed.


    It was Dobey. And he was dying.


    But what was he doing here?

  


  
    CHAPTER 11


    “How long d’you think he’ll last?” Quantro asked, holding the lantern closer to the mess of innards that Dobey’s hands were trying their best to keep from falling out all over the bed.


    “Another five minutes if he’s lucky. Morning if he’s unlucky,” Pete muttered. “I’ve seen men gut shot who’ve lasted five days, but most don’t make it beyond a couple of hours. He ain’t got a chance. You’d be doing him a favor if you shot him now.” He crossed to the doorway to collect Quantro’s whiskey, then kicked the door shut and sat down in the room’s only chair. He bit at the cork and spat it into the corner. He rolled a mouthful of whiskey around his teeth before swallowing. “He ain’t going to tell us nothing.”


    Quantro studied Dobey’s face where the sweat stood out like raindrops on his forehead and his mouth twisted in agony. He had still given no sign he recognized them, or that he even knew they were there. It looked as though Pete was right, Dobey wasn’t going to come up with any answers. Even if the doctor had been in town, there was nothing he could have done. There was nothing anybody could do except watch him die.


    “Here.” Pete held out the bottle.


    Quantro took it and sat down on the floor, his back to the wall. The whiskey burnt a furrow all the way down to his stomach. He checked the label. Taos Lightning. It was too. He wondered when the thunder would come.


    The bottle was empty when Quantro’s head sagged forward, chin jammed against his chest, eyes captured by the army of sleep.


    A hand shook his shoulder roughly. He forced his eyes open. Pete stooped over him, jaw angular and urgent in the weak light.


    “What?” he muttered, trying to free his brain from the sucking swamp in his head.


    “He’s calling. Saying your name over and over again.”


    “Who?”


    “Dobey. He ain’t dead yet.”


    Quantro came off the wall, wincing as a crick shot an arrow of pain lancing through the back of his skull. Now he knew when the thunder came. Always after the lightning. He stood by the bed, peering down. Dobey’s eyes flickered open and widened so that his eyebrows pushed a flurry of wrinkles up his forehead. His eyeballs were bloodshot, feverish, turning toward the man bending over him. His mouth was tight, and when his lips parted short breaths whistled through his clenched teeth.


    “Quantro?”


    “I’m here.”


    “You didn’t catch up with me.” He said it with a fierce pride.


    “No.”


    “I came in myself.” Dobey’s mouth widened into an O as an invisible hand squeezed his ruined intestines. A rivulet of perspiration trickled from his plastered hairline. The spasm subsided and his stiffened body relaxed a little. His gaze turned to Quantro again.


    “Truth was, riding was making me sick to my stomach. I knew I’d never haul up on him.”


    “Upton?”


    Dobey gulped and nodded. “He shot me.”


    “I know.”


    “He killed Webster and Jeffers too, in the canyon where we tried to ambush you.”


    “I found them.”


    Dobey looked away into the gloom, eyes glazing and slipping out of focus. He snapped himself back, voice anxious. “You still here, Quantro?”


    “Yes.”


    “He’s scared of you. Said you killed six men. Says you’re as fast as chain lightning.”


    “I can shoot,” he admitted.


    Dobey groaned softly, hands tightening across his abdomen. His knees rose as he tried to escape the pain devouring him.


    Pete leaned around Quantro, his voice soft. “Time for idle talk is over, son. Tell us where he is.”


    Dobey’s face collapsed again and his eyes remained closed. “He turned off the trail. Heading south for the railroad. I figure he’s hightailed it for Watertank, maybe six miles to the south-east. He’ll be holed up there by morning.” His breath started to rasp again.


    Pete eyed Quantro. “Upton probably figured he’d lose us on the main trail. While we’re cutting sign he’s on the train and clear to hell out of it.”


    Quantro nodded, eyes jumping away from the dying man’s sweat-drenched face. “We can’t catch him up before he gets on the train. The horses wouldn’t make it.” He paused to think. “But there’s another way.”


    Pete frowned. “How’s that?”


    “This town, Charleston, is on the same line as Watertank. Any train that passes through there has to come through here, or the other way around. Now, if you were Upton and you reckoned the two men trailing you were here in Charleston, which train would you catch?”


    “The one going the other way,” Pete answered without hesitation.


    “Yes?” Quantro grinned wolfishly. “But what if you reckoned the men were smart enough to work out that’s what you were doing? And that they’d get on the train before it reached Watertank so they’d be sitting on it nice and calm, waiting for you to get on?”


    Pete pursed his lips. “If I’d thought of all that, then I’d get the train that was heading toward Charleston and lay low while it passed through, keeping an eye out to see if the two men did get on. If they did, I’d be in the best position to take care of them. Besides, I’d be hoping they wouldn’t think I was fool enough to come back through the town where I knew they were.”


    Quantro was silent, his gaze straying to where Dobey’s breathing was growing more labored by the second. “Upton’s sly enough to figure it that way, and you know how it is, when a man’s got a heap of money to protect he’s bound to get foxier by the minute.” He stopped talking, then left the bed to stand by the window and look out onto the street. “Leastways, I hope to hell that’s what he’s going to do.”


    “Otherwise what?”


    “Otherwise we’ve lost him.”


    ***


    Upton couldn’t make up his mind.


    He had spent most of the night churning it over as he rode his flagging horses, tugging along the string of weary pack animals behind him. Instinct urged him to take the first train running south away from Charleston. It was the route anybody would take, but his big fear was underestimating Quantro. He knew all about his having tracked down four men and taking two years over it. That meant Quantro could use his head and that he was almighty patient. Most men Upton could think of would have given up after six months at most.


    Thinking the whole thing out, Quantro and Wiltshire had to be in Charleston. Not even an Apache could have figured out where he’d left the main trail, and Charleston was the nearest place. But what if they figured out he was heading for Watertank? What would they do? It seemed a good possibility they’d catch the next train running down.


    Then it occurred to him they might wait, figuring he would try and bluff them. What then? The answer was easy. He would let both the northbound and the southbound go without boarding. That way he covered both ends. He could lie low, then if the trains ran twice a day he could get on the next one. If he holed up in a position to watch the halt at Watertank he might get lucky and see them get off the train. When they didn’t find him there, they would get on the next one back to Charleston. If that happened he could safely make the next southbound without any fear of them being on the same train.


    Pleased at the conclusion he had reached, he made camp in a small clearing protected by some scrub oak where he unloaded the packhorses and hobbled them. There was still maybe four hours to sun-up, so he placed his rifle close to hand and rolled into his blankets.


    His dreams were full of silver.


    ***


    Upton squatted on his heels next to the fire as he sipped his coffee. He had eaten, and now on a full stomach he felt well equipped to handle the day ahead. He cast an eye on the saddlebags and smiled.


    He had risen at dawn to stalk from the clearing down to the railroad depot, such as it was. At that hour the ticket office had been closed but there had been a time card tacked to the wall. After some difficulty he managed to decipher it into plain language. It said the first southbound from Charleston was due at nine o’clock, with a later one at four in the afternoon. The northbound passed through at ten, then again at six, just before sundown. Just right.


    Pleased, he had then surveyed the settlement, considering possibilities. Watertank was barely more than just that. A stopping-place for the locomotives to replenish their holding tanks. There was a small railroad shack backed up by two single-story adobe dwellings near the tracks. With no more to see, Upton set off back toward the clearing. He stopped and selected a spot where he would have an adequate field of fire and where the range would be just right to pick off Quantro and Wiltshire as they left the halt.


    His stand chosen, he cooked his breakfast.


    When he swallowed the last of the coffee, he tossed the grounds into the dust, and took out his pocket watch. 8:45 a.m. Time to get ready. He returned to the spot he had chosen and hunkered down.


    He checked his watch again. Five minutes to nine. Slowly, he jacked shells through the Winchester’s chamber, then collected them up and reloaded the magazine. Two minutes. He squinted into the distance. Nothing.


    At five after nine he heard the mournful wail of the train’s whistle. At ten after nine it appeared and hauled to a stop.


    Nobody got off.


    ***


    The sign above their heads read: Charleston Railroad Depot.


    “You sure you figured it right?”


    “Too late to ask me now,” Quantro replied acidly, then sucked on his cigarette. “If I was wrong, he’s the hell out of it.” He gazed along the tracks once more, noting how the perspective drew the iron rails together in the distance. He was more edgy than he cared to admit even to himself. He wanted to catch Upton badly. The man had killed in cold blood all along the trail and he had put one over on Quantro too in the form of the doped whiskey back in Santa Cruz. He needed to be caught. He was the last person to deserve the silver. “Where is that damn train?” He asked in what he hoped was a casual manner. “What time is it?”


    “Quarter after ten. Due any time now.”


    Quantro crushed out the cigarette butt with his heel. “If he’s on it, the silver’ll be too heavy for him to manage alone, so his horses’ll be on the train. First off we’ll take a look in the boxcars.”


    Pete swung his rifle up so the barrel could rest on his shoulder. “Damn trains. Never on time.”


    A man in a brown derby hat and suit approached the tracks. He took one look at their weapons then moved farther along before placing his bag at his feet.


    “Better move out of sight. If Upton is on that train and sees us waiting here he’s likely to start blasting.”


    They walked to where a spur ran off the main line before it entered the depot. Two empty cars stood on the rails, both with damaged side panels, awaiting repair. As they moved to stand out of sight of the main line, Pete sniffed and jerked his head. “Here she comes now.”


    Quantro looked off to where the smokestack of the loco could be seen puffing toward them perched high above the wide black cowcatcher. It took barely a minute to draw level. The writing on the railroad cars read Southern Pacific Railroad. There were three of them followed by two boxcars, an express car, and the brake van at the rear. Quantro and Pete stood back, using the shadows of the damaged cars as cover until the train slowed to a halt. As the brakes locked, Quantro moved.


    He ran, levering a shell into the Winchester’s chamber as he came around the end of the brake van. Past the express car, then he swiftly flicked off the hasp on the first boxcar. Pete covered him as he shoved open the door.


    Two horses, neither of them Upton’s.


    “Next one,” he ordered grimly, sliding the door shut.


    One horse, Appaloosa. That wasn’t Upton’s either.


    “Damn. Try the cars.”


    They ran along the side of the boxcar, then jumped on to the rear platform of the last passenger car in the line. Quantro flung open the door. He went in rifle first.


    Suddenly a bespectacled man in a guard’s uniform with only a flag in his hand barred the way. “Tickets, please.”


    In no mood for explanations Quantro pushed past him.


    “What the…?”


    “Shut up,” Pete commanded, waving his rifle barrel in the man’s face. The guard flattened against the wall.


    At the sound of their quick steps, passengers twisted in their seats to face them. Jaws dropped and eyes blinked. Complexions paled. A small boy had the courage born of innocence to ask, “Are them robbers?” in a loud whisper only to be hurriedly shushed by his mother. Quantro’s eyes raked the naked faces. Upton wasn’t there. He squeezed out on to the front platform of the car and vaulted over the rail on the rear platform of the next. The door handle jammed but released when he smashed the Winchester’s butt against it.


    The second car yielded no results.


    Cursing now, Quantro was through and into the final car. As he passed, a stout man jumped to his feet, his heavy gold watch chain swinging as he stepped out into the aisle. “Just what is the meaning of this, sir?” he demanded indignantly. Pete came up behind him and jabbed his rifle into the man’s kidneys.


    “Sit down and shut up!” Pete pushed him out of the way with his Winchester. “And stay there!”


    Quantro burst out on to the platform, confronted now by the locomotive’s tender stacked high with cordwood. Quickly, he leaned out to scan the offside of the train. Nothing. Then the depot side. Nothing. Pete appeared from the inside of the car, jerking his head in question.


    Quantro grimaced and shook his head.


    “The son of a bitch bluffed us,” Pete commented.


    “And I thought I was being real smart,” Quantro said in disgust as he swung down to the ground, his Winchester canted over his shoulder. Standing by the railroad car he glanced up and down the track again.


    “What now?”


    “You tell me,” Quantro muttered.


    “Watertank?”


    “You got it in one,” Quantro said bitterly.

  


  
    CHAPTER 12


    It was the longest six miles Quantro had ever ridden on a train. How could he have misjudged Upton? He was getting sick of this. He just wanted it done and over with. The only way he could reconcile his error was that Upton had played real foxy and had let the northbound and the southbound go through, hedging his bets. If that was so, he would still be at Watertank. He had better be, thought Quantro. And if he is, we’ve got him.


    Behind them, the buckskin and Pete’s paint pony were stabled in one of the boxcars, saddled and ready to jump out. Quantro watched the view of the San Pedro River until the tracks swung away from its banks, then he turned his hands to cleaning his guns. Pete had already attended to his and spent his time gazing restlessly at the passing scenery.


    They didn’t talk much. They didn’t have much to say.


    ***


    Upton sat up to ease the stiffness in his thighs. All this waiting was gnawing at his nerves. He had been sorely tempted to catch the early northbound, but only a fast rethink and the hard fact that his two pursuers hadn’t been on the southbound had made him resist the urge. He hadn’t come this far just to throw it all away for the sake of a few hours.


    It had to end here. For once and all.


    For the tenth time in as many minutes he checked his pocket-watch. 3:30. Still another half-hour. He listened to make sure it was still ticking. It was. This had to be the longest day he had ever spent. He had dragged out the loading of the pack animals as long as possible, and now they stood roped together in the clearing, ready to go.


    But he had to clear up this mess first.


    3:35. He swilled his mouth with water from his canteen. It tasted vile, but he swallowed it, thinking that after today he could buy the finest distillations ever to smooth a man’s throat. For all those good things he would be able to buy, it was worth what he was going through now.


    3:40. An iron fist opened and closed, gripping his vitals. Damn it, what was he getting all twisted up about? A simple case of two easy shots before they even knew what they were walking into? It was as simple as that. But no matter how many times he churned it over in his mind, replaying the action as it would happen, he was still unable to allay his fears. What would happen if…


    And what if… If, if, if.


    Too many damned ifs.


    ***


    The four o’clock southbound was due in Watertank in precisely two minutes. The driver, a stickler for punctuality, watched the fireman slam the furnace door before swabbing his forehead with an oily rag. The driver smiled, then dug into his overall pocket for his watch. He used his thumbnail to prize open the lid. 3:58. He leaned out into the slipstream to peer into the distance beyond the bulk of the locomotive. Just right. They were going to be dead on time. Even considering minor hold-ups, refilling the holding tank, they should be on schedule when they pulled out.


    Quantro’s guns were long since clean. He spun the cylinder of his .44 Colt one last time as the conductor walked down the swaying car.


    “Next stop Watertank. Next stop Watertank.”


    Pete caught Quantro’s eye. “How we playin’ it?”


    “As it happens.”


    “You got it.” Pete looked ready to say more, but the shrill of the whistle from the driver’s cab prevented any further conversation.


    Quantro’s shoulders moved. “Let’s go.”


    As the train slowed they moved to the door, ready to disembark. A glance over his shoulder told Quantro that there were others coming to their feet. Good. The more confusion the better. He turned back to Pete, who was studying the terrain through the window. Rising ground. Through the opposite window of the car, flatter ground was visible.


    “If he’s anywhere, it’ll be up there,” Pete motioned.


    “We’ll get off the other side.”


    “Okay.” They came away from the door, wary that if Upton was watching he would see them. The longer he was ignorant of their presence the better. The other passengers wore guarded expressions as they stepped aside from the two men who were pushing back through them.


    The vibrations underfoot changed rhythm. The clacking of the wheels crossing the track joints slowed and the hypnotic side-to-side effect vanished as the car steadied. The wheels were locked.


    “Brakes’re on. Get to the horses as speedy as you can and get out of the open.”


    Even before the train stopped, they jumped from the platform on the offside and stood by the track, waiting for the boxcars to draw level. The one carrying the horses had doors on both sides. Quantro used the framework of the chassis as a ladder, then levered off the hasp. Below him, Pete lent a hand to slide the door open. Inside, the buckskin and the paint stood uneasily, snorting, their restless hooves rattling on the thin woodwork.


    Quantro gave Pete an arm up, swung inside the car, and climbed into the buckskin’s saddle. “Ain’t going to have no ramp, Pete. Have to jump them out.” Without waiting for Pete’s reaction he bent low over the stallion’s neck so his head wouldn’t hit the roof of the car, then clucked his tongue.


    The buckskin had no taste for trains. He had a liking for firm ground under his hooves and a leap was less formidable than spending any longer than necessary cooped up in the boxcar. Without hesitation, it bunched its shoulders before launching itself out into the daylight. The paint wasn’t so eager. The first time it balked, but Pete shortened rein and raked his spurs across its ribs. The second time the pony didn’t argue.


    Quantro took off, riding for the rear of the train. He fetched the horse to a stop just short of the brake van’s bumpers, last in line before he dismounted. Cautiously, he leaned around the end of the van. After a glance he jerked back.


    “There’s two ’dobe houses. One level with the back of this car and one just off apiece. If he’s on the high ground like we figured, he won’t have a sightline through them. We’ll get over to the first house, then wait until the train pulls out.” Quantro slipped his boot into the stirrup to remount.


    A rifle cracked.


    The wood paneling of the brake van splintered barely an inch above Quantro’s head. The buckskin spooked into a rear. Quantro cursed as the horse twisted away from him. His foot slid out of the stirrup and his head slammed into the tooled leather of the saddle. The momentum of his impact with the plunging horse threw him off balance. Keeping a grip on the Winchester but losing the reins, he staggered back.


    Pete had been fighting the paint as it danced sideways to avoid the buckskin’s skittering hooves. The rifle barked again. The paint took a hit, the bullet plowing a raw furrow along its neck. It screamed, twisting in mid-air, wall-eyed, neck tendons standing out like whipcord. The buckskin, riderless and free of restraint, wheeled sharply to cut between Pete’s pony and the train. Past, it galloped away toward the locomotive.


    Pete fought the wrenching head of the paint, straining to keep his seat and hold on to his Winchester. He was aware of the crashes of the rifle shooting at him, but ignorant of the bullets smashing into the brake van behind him. When he managed to calm the pony a little he decided to move further up the train. That way Upton’s targets would be split. The paint took little urging to flee along the track back toward the boxcar. Level with the still open door, Pete abandoned his saddle and took to the earth. The paint kept on running.


    Pete hit the dirt cursing. Upton had fooled them again. Damn the man. He seemed to figure out their every move even before they decided on them. Recouping his breath, Pete levered a shell into the Winchester’s chamber, then set out to get a sight on his target.


    The rifle barked again, then Pete heard Quantro’s answering shot. He was relieved. He had been unable to tell if his partner had taken a hit when the buckskin had spooked.


    Back along the line, Quantro was sprawled where the sagebrush began. The stock of the Winchester smooth against his cheek, his eyes searched the terrain. The attack had surprised him. He had been so busy working out their own line of assault on the high ground he had been caught totally unprepared. But Upton had missed the first crucial shot and a man never got the same chance twice. Now the odds had evened out. In fact, he and Pete now had the edge. After all, there were two of them and only one of Upton.


    The driver of the four o’clock southbound train through Watertank had heard the opening shots of the battle at the rear of the train as he held the filler pipe into the hatch. The water seemed to be taking forever to top up the reservoir. No amount of curses and urging would induce it to fill any quicker. Pale-faced, his eyes flickered toward the sound of gunfire. The fireman was shouting now, but the rush of the water drowned his words. Anyhow, the driver thought, it doesn’t matter what he’s shouting about, we’re getting out of here double quick. The hell with the water. They had enough.


    He swung the nozzle away, spewing water out on to the ground. With more agility than one would expect of a man his age, he leapt back down into the cab.


    “She stoked?” he yelled. With the fireman’s nod as an answer, he released the pressure valves. The wheels began to spin, iron striking sparks from iron, then they bit and the train began to roll forwards.


    “Reminds me of the time, you recall, when we wus robbed out on the…” the fireman began, grinning.


    The driver turned cold eyes on him. “Shut your mouth and feed the furnace!” he screamed. As the fireman bent to his task, the driver glanced backwards at the fast receding depot called Watertank. Out of habit, he felt in his pocket for his watch.


    They were two minutes ahead of schedule.


    ***


    Upton watched from the line of the scrub as the train pulled out, the sound of the huffing engine smothering the gunfire coming from the halt. Not that it was any danger to him, they hadn’t spotted his position yet. He was still winning.


    When he first decided to change position before the four o’clock had arrived, he had felt pleased with himself. It had come over him in a flash. They would expect him to be on the high ground where he would have the best view over the halt. And because they would expect him to be there, they would get off the other side of the train. So, he would be where they least expected.


    And it had worked, except for one thing. He had missed the first shot. If only he had taken out Quantro then, it would have been all over, but when he saw the bullet had missed he had been filled with horror. He could only console himself with the excuse the range was too far for accuracy. Nerves just didn’t come into it. At least that’s what he talked himself into believing. But how he wished that first bullet had landed where he had aimed. He would have had only Wiltshire to worry about, and he was easy meat.


    But it had missed and there was still the both of them out there, and now suddenly he felt cornered. Because the scrub was so sparse and the ground so level he had been forced to leave his riding-horse with the loaded pack animals. He had forfeited that route of escape for the advantage of surprise. But that was gone now.


    It occurred to him that everything had gone quiet. With the departure of the train the gunfire had stopped. Those passengers who had disembarked had all scattered from the flying bullets, and now without even the sight reference of the railroad cars behind them he wasn’t even sure he could pinpoint Quantro’s and Wiltshire’s exact positions.


    He began to wonder if he was going a bit crazy and that the train hadn’t arrived yet at all and that he was still waiting. He frowned, but then as he lowered his head to wipe away the sweat from his face he saw the spent cartridge cases. He touched once. It was still hot. He glanced up, eyes straying from the straight line of the tracks, and beyond the last adobe house he spotted the buckskin stallion and the paint pony where they had stopped to graze.


    Oh, this was real all right.


    But where were they? Had they located his position? Should he switch to a new stand?


    He was still wondering, when a bullet whipcracked through the scrub by his head.

  


  
    CHAPTER 13


    “Quantro?”


    “I hear you,” Quantro replied, eyes still focused on the scrub ahead, carefully studying each clump for signs of habitation.


    “I’ve been thinking. So Upton’s on this side, right?”


    “Yes.”


    “Ground’s too flat for stashing his horses.”


    “Get to the point.”


    “Then they must be on the high side. The silver too.”


    Quantro’s gaze settled on the most likely looking cover. He squeezed off a shot. The bullet cut through the scrub, then hit a rock before whining harmlessly into the distance. As he worked the Winchester’s mechanism he pondered Pete’s remark. He was right. If Upton was out there on his own, the horses had to be hidden some place. Quantro refused to believe that Upton would have worked out immediately on coming to Watertank that taking the train from the flat side would cough up the best results. He had to have been on the high side first.


    All this of course meant that if the horses, and more importantly the silver, weren’t with Upton, then what the hell were they doing lying here in the dust shooting at him for? They should be up there on the other side of the tracks looking for the packhorses.


    “Keep him busy, Pete, while I go take a look-see?”


    Pete’s reply was a hail of bullets aimed out at the scrub.


    Quantro backed off toward the rails, keeping his head well down. But even Pete’s rapid fire wasn’t keeping Upton occupied. Bullets kept on cracking past. The track ran on open ground and there was no other choice but to run. Pete was obviously keeping an eye on him because as he tensed to break, the covering fire stepped up.


    Quantro was on his feet and sprinting. He leapt the first rail, his heel coming down hard on a sleeper. He staggered sideways. A bullet snapped by his head. Then he was over the second rail. Two rods distant the adobe house stood silent, its whitewashed walls a beckoning beacon. Behind him, a bullet clipped the rails and sang away into the sky.


    Breath rasped in his throat as his legs pounded. It seemed as if he would never reach the safety of the thick walls, but suddenly he was standing there, chest heaving. He brought up the Winchester and leaned back around the wall to squeeze off a shot. He knew he was almost out of range but he felt the need to return fire as some sort of compensation for the gauntlet he had run. As the rifle-butt recoiled into his shoulder one of Upton’s bullets hit the wall by his head. It spat powdered brick at him. Angry, he fired again toward the sagebrush. He worked the Winchester, raising it again before he checked himself. He was doing no good, and the longer he delayed scouting for Upton’s horses the longer Pete would have to stay out in the open.


    He edged along the wall to the corner, and from the rear of the building he could see the buckskin and the paint both grazing close to the other house. When there was a break in the shooting out front, Quantro whistled. The stallion’s head came up, then it trotted towards him. The paint spared him only the briefest of glances before its interest waned and it returned to munching grass.


    Quantro patted the horse’s neck, clucking softly as he climbed aboard. Reins in one hand, rifle in the other, he wheeled the buckskin and kicked it into a gallop. Behind him, he could still hear the two rifles trading conversation as he raced for the high ground.


    ***


    Upton’s horses were there.


    They weren’t hard to find. It was the place anyone arriving after sundown would have chosen. A small clearing protected by a cluster of scrub oaks. They all had drooping heads, energy sucked away by standing loaded all day under the punishment of the Arizona sun. They were huddled at one end of the clearing where a small overhang offered meager protection against the furnace that raged at them from the sky.


    As Quantro stalked into the open ground on foot their heads turned in unison, but their eyes registered no sign of welcome or even fear, they merely gazed steadily at him, tails switching lazily at the flies.


    Quantro approached, talking softly. They were too tired to do more than twitch their ears half-heartedly. His eyes settled on the bloated saddlebags. His Winchester cradled in the crook of his elbow, he unbuckled a strap, then dipped his hand inside. He plucked a coin away from its bedfellows and brought it out into the sunlight. A silver dollar. He twisted it absently in his fingers as he tried to estimate the total amount the bags contained. Harley had not told him or Pete exactly how much they were supposed to collect from the bank at Santa Cruz. When he had worked it out he whistled.


    He fastened the bag and untied the lead animal from its picket. He smiled as he saw Upton’s riding-horse, then moved to hitch it to the end of the line.


    Without his horse Upton was caught. There was no route out of the flatland scrub to make his getaway. For a moment Quantro contemplated leading the pack train down to the adobe house where Upton would be able to see them clearly, but then he decided against it. If things went wrong and Upton did manage to escape, he would know exactly where his horses were. Instead, Quantro thought it best to hide them elsewhere, then go alone to circle around and take the gunman from the rear.


    Either way, front or rear, Upton was cornered.


    ***


    Upton swore viciously.


    He had heard them calling to each other but they had been too far away to distinguish the words clearly. When he saw Quantro break for the rails he had opened fire, but before he saw him racing the buckskin for the high ground he had figured it out. Quantro was going to look for the horses. And the silver.


    Upton handled the Winchester as fast as he was able, laying down a murderous fire on Pete’s position. If he could take him out, he had a chance of stopping Quantro.


    The bullets had no effect. When the magazine ran dry he began to reload. A bullet crashed through the scrub on his left. That meant Pete Wiltshire was still alive. He looked to the high ground. Quantro had disappeared.


    There wasn’t much time.


    He would have to make a run for it.


    He squeezed off two more shots to keep the old man down by the rails occupied, then squirmed out of the back of the scrub. A bullet followed him, smacking into the dust by his feet. He cursed as he threw himself full length. Without pausing, he rested his rifle across the insides of his elbows, then began to snake along on his belly through the sagebrush.


    His elbows were sore and his knees ached when he stopped, sure he was out of Pete’s range. Sweat was streaming down his face and the arm nicked back at the canyon had again begun to bleed. There was no time to worry about it now. He lurched to his feet, and with the rifle dangling loosely from his right hand he started to run.


    Every moment counted. He followed the circular route he had taken earlier that day down from the high ground. His lungs worked like bellows, gulping at the dry air that sandpapered his throat until it felt like a raw funnel. Sweat poured down his forehead and into his eyes and he continually shook his head to free his eyelashes of the moisture that threatened to blind him. He heard the bark of Pete Wiltshire’s rifle behind him more than once but the bullets must have fallen far short because he didn’t hear them pass. Perhaps the old fool was still shooting at the scrub.


    His legs were beginning to drag as each step demanded more effort than the last. His thighs were screaming. The dull ache in his chest had become a searing pain, but he drove himself onward. Each time he slowed to a walk he thought of the silver. And Quantro. Most of all Quantro. Just the name brought a grimace of hatred to his dusty face. His tired muscles fed on the anger. To lose everything now.


    He was close.


    Carefully, holding down the thunder of his heart, which promised to burst his chest, Upton scouted the scrub oak that hemmed the clearing where he had left his horses. Crouched in the timber he waited for his sawing breath to ease and the drumming of rushing blood to subside in his ears. When he could wait no longer he crept forward, fingers of one hand probing the ground ahead as the other steadied the rifle.


    The horses were still there.


    Through a break in the branches he could discern their shapes. They were on the move. As he came to the edge of the oaks a set of saddlebags followed closely by a roan rump passed his face almost near enough for the tip of his rifle barrel to scrape the horse’s side.


    Now to kill Quantro.


    Upton pushed out of the trees, elbowing the passing horse out of his way. Startled by his sudden appearance the animal side-stepped. Upton strained to catch sight of Quantro over the packsaddle, but the line of horses curved away to the right, effectively covering his target. Quantro must be on foot. As another pack animal passed, Upton’s eyes flickered behind him to the end of the line. His riding horse was roped last.


    Grinning suddenly, he watched for a gap that would allow him a shot as he waited for his horse to draw level. When it did, with fumbling fingers he unhitched the lead rope. As the pack-train moved clear he went under the horse’s neck and got his foot into the stirrup.


    Elation surged through him as he settled into the saddle. He urged the horse forward to overtake the line. Quantro was still out of sight. Upton’s eagerness was somehow transmitted to the horse beneath him. It took off as though burned. From a standstill it came into a gallop, hooves churning at the earth.


    Up front, Quantro heard the swift hoof beats. He half turned, his Winchester rising. If he was surprised his face betrayed nothing. No time. The horseman was almost on top of him. Before his own rifle could level, the barrel of Upton’s nearly smashed in his forehead. As the rifle barked its call of death Quantro flung himself sideways. His ears rang from the explosion. Inside his head was an echoing canyon where the crash of the .44 bullet was magnified a thousand fold.


    But it missed. As he crumpled to the ground, rolling away from the milling hooves of the spooked packhorses, he was unaware of the powder burn down his right cheek or the singed hair that tattered by his ear. When he came over on to his stomach he was six feet away from the horses, out in the open.


    Upton hadn’t seen the results of his snap-shooting, but he had been right on top of Quantro and he couldn’t see how he had missed. He curbed the horse’s headlong rush, then wrenched its head to make another run. Wild-eyed, the horse turned almost sitting on its haunches. Upton jacked another shell into the rifle chamber, looking down to see Quantro rolling on the ground.


    His face a death’s head grin, Upton savagely kicked the horse forward. As it leapt into a gallop, horror struck him. Quantro’s body wasn’t sprawled in death, but in a controlled roll, his rifle still in his hands. With one hand gripping the horse’s reins, Upton raised his Winchester to shoot from the hip.


    Quantro saw it all. He landed belly down, the “One of a Thousand” Winchester ready in his hands. As Upton raised his own weapon, Quantro lined and fired.


    The red flower of death bloomed on Upton’s shirt as the bullet took him in the lungs. His face was frozen for an instant into a frown, then he tipped backwards over the galloping horse’s saddle. His rifle discharged harmlessly into the sky. The toe of his right boot snagged in the stirrup. It turned the graceful backward somersault into an ugly spectacle as his body flipped over the side of the horse like a bundle of rags. He hit the ground and bounced like a butchered buffalo calf towed by a skinning wagon. The horse kept running, past Quantro to the end of the clearing where it shambled to a halt. It stamped and snorted, the scent of blood ugly in its nostrils.


    Quantro worked the Winchester’s mechanism. He slowly stood up to check the body. Upton was still alive, eyes staring glassily at the earth pressed against his nose. Quantro knocked Upton’s foot free of the stirrup, then turned him over with the toe of his boot.


    Upton groaned. Blood was bubbling into his mouth. He tried to speak but when his lips moved crimson dribbled on to his cheek. No words came out. His eyes flickered briefly as a rattle sounded in his throat. A moment later he was dead.


    Quantro looked away to the horses standing patiently with their valuable loads.


    It wasn’t over yet.


    ***


    Cananea looked just the same.


    Quantro reined in on the outskirts of town, then rested his hands on the saddle horn. He peered ahead, squinting through the slashing rain. His gloves could barely be seen where they peeped from under the wet slicker that was buttoned up tight to his throat. His sodden hat-brim sagged with the weight of the rainwater it carried and each time his head dipped a run-off the brim was caught by the wind to spatter in his eyes and run down his face. Pete looked across at his younger partner. Quantro had said little during the long ride back from Watertank, his face grim, mouth downturned at the corners. He had slept sparely and his eyes betrayed the fact, dark-rimmed sockets, eyeballs bloodshot and distant. Each time Pete had woken from his own troubled sleep, Quantro had been watching over the saddlebags, deep in thought.


    Pete had left him to it, satisfying himself with keeping an eye on the young man. But he couldn’t help wondering what was on his mind. Now he studied Quantro again. Nothing. He spat over the neck of his pony. The gob disappeared into the swirls of mud by the animal’s hooves. Quantro would tell him when he was good and ready.


    The waterlogged town lay before them. A few days older, Cananea looked no wiser. It was still a hodgepodge of miners’ saloons and whorehouses. The only apparent difference was the rainstorm had transformed the baked earth of the main street into a quagmire. Horses stood head down at the hitching rails, miserable and stiff. Part way along the street a wagon had sunk up to its axles, the teamster mercilessly flaying his straining horses with a bullwhip. It had little effect. And the crowd of onlookers sheltered on the boardwalk were doing nothing to help. A bright splash of turquoise satin moved among the crowd followed by a woman’s coarse voice. The teamster ignored her jeers, the only sign he’d heard her demonstrated by the renewed vigor of his curses and the venom of his whip.


    “It stinks here.”


    Pete turned. Quantro caught up the spread of saddlebags from behind his saddle, then held them out across the gap between the two horses. The bags were heavy.


    The two men exchanged a look.


    “Look after them for me. I’m going to talk to Harley. You go up to the house on Capote hill and get White-Wing. Wait for me at the creek on the east side of town where we camped when we first came to this godforsaken place. Don’t make a fire. We’ll be riding as soon as I get there.”


    Pete frowned, but Quantro’s gaze had returned to the street. If anything, he appeared even grimmer than before.


    “Anything you say.” Pete put his heels to the pony and veered toward the company town, partially obscured by the grey streaks of rain.


    Quantro waited until he had gone, then clucked at the buckskin. Obediently, the big horse started forward, plodding through the deepening mud. In front of the Copper Queen, he tethered the buckskin and the six packhorses one by one to the rail, then splashed up onto the boardwalk. The saloon was doing good business.


    The bartender eyed him warily.


    “Harley around?”


    The man jerked his head. “’Cross the street. He’s opening another house over there.”


    “House?”


    “You know.” The barkeep swiveled his eyes at the ceiling, referring to the girls that plied their trade behind closed doors.


    Quantro nodded. He turned back toward the street. He waded across, ignoring the mud as it sucked hopefully at his heels, trying to extend his passing visit. On the boardwalk he was confronted by a heavy door that boasted an inspection hatch. He knocked twice before the panel swung open. Somebody looked him over then called back into the room behind.


    “Mr. Harley? It’s Quantro.”


    “Well? Let him in, you stupid son of a bitch!”


    The door opened and Quantro entered, tipping his hat. “Obliged, friend, but leave it open. I don’t like the smell in here.” His smile was frosty and the doorman didn’t miss the implication of Quantro’s hand gesturing loosely by his gun-butt.


    The room was plushly furnished, heavy drapes and rich carpets, even a crystal chandelier. Velvet couches lined the expensively wallpapered walls. In the center Harley sat at a circular table, the inevitable cigar clamped between his white teeth. His eyes sparkled falsely as they fell on Quantro.


    “You got it?”


    Quantro pursed his lips. “I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t.”


    Harley’s lips drew back from his teeth and he settled himself more comfortably in the chair. “Have a drink. You look like you could use one. Sit down, don’t worry about wetting the chair.”


    “I wasn’t going to,” Quantro smiled as he lowered himself on to one of the carved seats, still wearing his dripping slicker. As he reached out for the glass that Harley offered, a rivulet from his hat brim splashed on to the table. Harley stared at it, as though fascinated by the way the water held together in isolated globules on the highly polished surface. Quantro thought he detected a glimmer of distaste, but then Harley covered it.


    “You have any trouble?”


    Quantro sipped the whiskey as he pretended to consider the question. “Some,” he conceded.


    “Upton?”


    “He’s dead, but he had it coming. He was trying his damnedest to kill me at the time.”


    “What about the others?”


    “Upton killed them all. He was getting greedy. He figured it all belonged to him. Had us a job getting it back.”


    “You got it all?”


    “Yes.”


    “Where is it?”


    “Outside. On the packhorses.”


    Harley jerked his head at the doorman, who immediately went out into the rain.


    “It’s all there…”


    “But what?” Harley’s gaze suddenly became intense.


    “Later.” Quantro swallowed the last of the whiskey, appreciating the warmth that spread through his stomach. He motioned to the glass. While Harley poured from the decanter, he took the opportunity to look around. “Nice place you got here.” He paused then added, “Yes, it’ll be considerably comfortable when you get it finished.”


    “Finished?” Harley’s eyes flickered to the doorman, who was ferrying in the wet saddlebags and taking them into the next room.


    Quantro smiled. “The stock for the paying customers.” He waggled a forefinger at the ceiling.


    Harley understood and his expression thawed a little.


    Quantro waited until he had the whiskey glass in his hand, then looked the other man in the eye.


    “You used me, Harley.” The tone of his voice was so harsh that Harley sat back. “Once I found the silver I figured it all out. Then everything made sense. Why you got the doctor to me and let us have a company house when I didn’t even work for the company. Why you got me out of jail with a flash of your white teeth and why you gave me a job. You knew it was going to happen. You knew Upton was working up to taking off with that silver. Why? Because Upton knew it wasn’t an ordinary payroll job. This one was earmarked special, so you put me and Pete in to protect your interests “


    The corner of Harley’s mouth twitched. “Why was this payroll special?”


    Quantro laughed. “Who’re you kidding? Since when did a miners’ payroll amount to $20,000? Yes, I counted it. You must have the richest miners in the territory.” He swallowed the last of the whiskey. “I don’t give a damn what the money was for, whether it was genuine or whether you intended to salt it away for yourself.” He glanced around the room. “Who knows, maybe it was to finance this place. Is it Green’s, or is this one yours? Don’t bother to tell me, I’m not interested. What does is that you put me and Pete in there without warning. And Buck Hulbert? He ended up with a knife sticking in his ribs in some hole of a cantina in Santa Cruz. And for what? For you, so you could get your money.”


    Harley stared at him, eyes steely. “But you fulfilled my expectations of you.”


    “That I would use my gun, even though I said I wouldn’t, that day you got me out of jail?”


    Harley’s smile was thin. “So you used it? You did the job you were paid to do…” He paused as the doorman came to stand next to his chair. “What?”


    The doorman hesitated, his gaze moving from his employer to Quantro and back again. “It’s not all there.”


    Harley’s head snapped around. “This is the bit I think you said you were going to explain later.”


    Quantro’s mouth maneuvered into a slow smile. “The silver’s all there except for expenses I took out. I had to buy fresh horses, Upton’s were dead on their feet. I put back what I got in trade for them. There was a couple of railroad tickets as well.”


    Harley glanced at the doorman. “That right?”


    “There’s less than $18,000.”


    “That so, Quantro?”


    “Slipped my mind for a moment. There was $2,000 that was my commission.”


    “Commission?” Harley barked.


    “Ten per cent. That’s what an investigator would have claimed. And he would have had to catch Upton to claim it. Upton had already made it to the railroad. By today he could have been in New York.”


    “$2,000?”


    “Cheap at the price. $18,000 is a whole lot better than nothing at all. We could have walked away with all of it.”


    “You think I’m going to let you walk out of here with $2,000?”


    Quantro smiled again. “I already have. The money’s clear out of town by now. Probably over the border.”


    Harley’s eyes narrowed, searching for a loophole. “Don’t forget I know all about your little Apache squaw. The one that should be on a reservation. What’s her name? White-Wing?”


    “She’s long gone too. You’re too late, Harley. For once you’ve been screwed yourself.”


    “I’ll kill you for this,” the businessman said in a low voice.


    “I don’t think so,” Quantro said slowly, inspecting his empty glass. “Unless you didn’t notice, my right hand is under the table. Just so happens it’s aiming my Colt right at your most treasured possessions.”


    “You’re bluffing.”


    “Try me.”


    “You’re bluffing.”


    Quantro let the pistol barrel droop a fraction, then pulled the trigger. Harley jumped as the .44 bullet ploughed into the floorboards between his feet. His face paled, ghostly as the gun smoke drifted from beneath the table.


    The door from the other room sprang open and a guard leapt into the salon. There was a Winchester in his hands. Quantro’s Colt appeared from beneath the table in a flash. He pulled the trigger. Mingled with the sound of the deafening gunshot was the guard’s cry as the bullet spun him against the wall. His rifle landed with a dull thud on the carpet. Unarmed, he cowered against the paneling, holding his wounded shoulder.


    Quantro looked back at Harley. “Now put that fancy little Derringer you carry in your waistcoat pocket on the table, and tell your doorman there to shed his own gun.”


    The two men did as they were told. Quantro emptied the guns with his left hand, wearing the glimmer of a smile. “Much better. Anybody else in the back room?” The guard shook his head. “Fine. There’s a lariat on my saddle outside. You, the one that’s still in one piece, go and fetch it. If you’re not back in fifteen seconds I’m going to blow your boss’s head clean off his shoulders.” Quantro smiled icily. “Now get going.”


    The doorman ran.


    Harley’s hands moved placatingly. “Okay, Quantro, you hold all the cards. Tell you what, you got a deal. Keep the $2,000. You did a good job. And there’s still a job here for you…”


    “Bullshit. You’d kill me as soon as smile.”


    Harley’s mouth twitched. He looked about ready to say some more when the doorman returned carrying the lariat. Quantro directed him to stand against the opposite wall next to the wounded guard, then stood up and placed his gun on the table.


    “The rope.”


    The guard tossed it. Quantro caught it. He went to stand behind Harley, ready to tie him up. In a blur of motion he reached around the businessman and snatched up the gun. Even as they saw it happen the muzzle of the big .44 was staring them in the face.


    “If you think you could make it across the room while I’m using this rope, I’d be pleased if you’d try. It’d save me hog-tying you.”


    The doorman shook his head while the bleeding guard looked on, grimacing in pain. When Harley was trussed up tight, Quantro beckoned over the doorman. It didn’t take long.


    He stood back and eyed his handiwork critically. He nodded, then scooped up his Colt to check on the back room. It was empty except for the silver piled on the table. He moved back into the main saloon and looked at Harley’s glaring eyes above the gag securely tied across his mouth.


    “You’d better be careful, Mr. Harley. Somebody might come in and steal all that money laid on the table in there.” Quantro picked up the guard’s Winchester from the carpet, then emptied the magazine. There was a patch of mud by the door. He plugged the rifle’s barrel with it, making sure they could all see him. “Don’t want you blowing off your hands trying to shoot this thing,” he explained. He collected the bullets from their handguns and dropped them in his pockets.


    “I forgot,” he said, pausing by the door, waving the Colt casually. “I also took out the $30 bonuses you promised Pete and me for doing a good job.” He smiled then went out into the street.


    The buckskin felt good beneath him as it worked up to a gallop once it was free of the deep mud of Cananea’s main street. It was still raining heavily but it didn’t bother Quantro. He liked it. It would wash out all his tracks. There would be no pursuit.


    It was rapidly growing dark. Soon, he would be at the creek. His woman, White-Wing, was waiting for him there. His friend, Pete, too.


    And of course there was the $2,000.


    The End
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