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When buffalo-hide hunter, Quentin McLeod, rescues Carlotta Mainord from Comanche raiders, their struggle is still far from over. They must face further hostility from the Indians, flash floods and white brigands, only to find themselves in even greater danger when they arrive in the apparent safety of New Mexico.


Carlotta Mainord is attacked and left helpless in a coma and McLeod is blamed and accused of being a Comanchero. Can he convince the hanging jury of his innocence and will he escape the lynch mob in time?
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CHAPTER ONE


 


It was the wind shift that made Quentin McLeod take action. The wind shifted to his back and blew as hard as it usually did on the High Plains. The Comanches’ horses couldn’t fail to smell him and his horse. Without consciously thinking about what to do, he fished a match out of his pocket and scratched it across his tightly stretched woolen pants.


He took a moment to light a small, dark cigar and admire the pink morning sky beyond the mouth of the canyon. Quail chattered nervously to each other, disturbed that all these humans were interrupting their morning watering. An eagle soared high over the mouth of the canyon.


McLeod took a deep drag and savored the strong Mexican tobacco, then touched the match to a twist of dry grama grass and inhaled appreciatively again while the grama grass blazed up. The big hide-hunter liked the mixed smells of the two smokes. When he touched the torch to the dead cedars behind which he had been hiding, the dry needles exploded like gunpowder. The wind gusting from directly behind him drove the flames toward the Comanches. Quickly he shook burning blades of grass into tinder-dry cedar boughs across a wider front. Fire raged like stampeding buffalo toward the Comanches. The warriors and Comanchero abandoned everything and scrambled desperately up the nearest rocks to escape the sudden death racing down upon them.


McLeod grabbed a handful of mane and swung on to his big buckskin. He took a moment to wrap an old shirt as a blinder around the horse’s eyes then dug his spurs into his horse’s side. The big buckskin barreled down the narrow pathway by which McLeod had entered this concealed pocket the night before.


McLeod watched the woman stare death calmly in the eye as the fire approached. He removed the blindfold from the buckskin, used his spurs again and raced toward her. The woman moved as close to his path as her bonds permitted and stood with her bound hands extended.


The big buckskin’s eyes rolled in panic. McLeod controlled the terrified animal with one hand and, with the other, whipped out a razor-sharp skinning knife to slash the rawhide thongs that bound the captive’s hands.


The tall woman wasted no time. As McLeod reached out his arm, she caught his hand and vaulted agilely up behind him. She hung on to McLeod and the back of the panic-stricken horse as it bolted wildly toward the opening of the canyon; this woman could ride, McLeod realized. Both smelled rather than felt their own hair singeing; cedar boughs exploded wildly into flame. Neither had time to fret about smoke burning their lungs.


McLeod felt the woman rip his pistol from its holster. Before he could react, fire and smoke erupted beside him. A Comanche he hadn’t seen tumbled down from a ledge along the side of the Cap Rock. The woman, Quentin McLeod realized, was either an excellent shot or lucky. Either trait would be appreciated.


Ahead, just outside the mouth of the canyon, McLeod saw the long-legged bay that the Comanchero had ridden, the two pack mules’ lead ropes still tied to the back of the horse’s saddle. He veered toward the horse and the woman swung easily from the rump of McLeod’s horse on to the bay’s saddle before the buckskin ever came to a full stop.


McLeod slashed the mules’ lead lines but noticed that they broke into a trot following the bay. He hesitated. Their chances of eluding the Comanches for several hundred miles back to the Texas settlements were slim. The Comanches would quickly recover and catch the scattered horses. By switching to fresh horses regularly, they would eventually overcome even the two superb animals on which McLeod and the woman were mounted. He made his decision and turned south.


The two rode hard without talking for the next five miles, neither missing the opportunity to appraise the other surreptitiously. McLeod’s initial impression that the woman was beautiful proved true. She was taller than most women, standing, McLeod guessed, only a couple of inches less than his six feet. Her most striking feature was the deep blue color of her eyes, as deeply blue as the wild indigo with which her now tattered dress had probably been dyed. The blue eyes were especially striking because they were so unexpected in one with a deep olive complexion and raven-black hair. He quickly came to look forward to her habit of throwing her long and unruly curls back out of her eyes with an impudent toss of her head.


At a small trickle of reddish water, McLeod halted his horse and dismounted while Buck drank. The woman stayed on the bay but let it drink alongside Buck. McLeod checked the bay’s hoofs and grunted his satisfaction to see fresh shoes. It seemed he could feel the woman cringe as he stood close to her legs, but perhaps it was his imagination.


He tried to think of things to say to her but found himself tongue-tied as he often was around women. ‘What’s your name?’ he finally managed and winced inwardly at the unintendedly harsh tone of his voice.


‘Carlotta,’ she answered. Her eyes drifted to the old US Cavalry uniform pants he was wearing, and turned sharply away.


He stumbled for words. ‘I’m McLeod,’ he finally grunted in a hard voice.


The woman, Carlotta was the name he reminded himself, didn’t look back into his eyes. At last he swung back into his saddle and turned away without speaking another word.


 


This man was considerably thicker in the chest than her late husband, Grady Mainord, who had been reckoned a big man even in Texas, Carlotta noticed as she rode out of the fire on the back of his big buckskin. Little else about his appearance made much of an impression on her, except that he wore an old pair of the blue-and-yellow-legged uniform pants of the US Cavalry, still hated in Texas two years after the war had ended. Like most men away from town, his face was covered with a tangle of whiskers, light-brown flecked with highlights of red and blond.


His once brown, flat-crowned Stetson was now faded to the color of the red dust of the High Plains; sweat stained it above its snake-hide band. Any girl from the Texas ranch country would notice that his bull-hide boots were so scuffed and run-over at the heels that most twenty-dollar-a-month cowhands would have given up on them before now. His leather jacket had turned dark from wear, smoke, grease and weather.


Her arms had almost rebelled at pulling herself close to the scroungy garment when she had ridden behind him. But her face flushed hot when she remembered how tightly she had hugged against him, liking the smooth yet powerful rippling and flowing of his muscles in the desperate exertion of the moment. She had delayed longer than necessary before pulling away.


The sun was now well into the sky. To the east, grassy plains rolled as far as the eye could see. To the west, a continuous clay wall that must be a thousand feet high marked what Carlotta knew must be the edge of the Staked Plains. Prickles ran up and down her back as she thought of stories of these Staked Plains as the stronghold of the Comanche and Kiowa. Being so close to it affected her like discovering a coiled rattlesnake near her feet.


Carlotta thought back to the man in black who had arrived at the camp by the water hole, obviously a Comanchero. Never had she felt so strongly that she was in the presence of evil – his pallid skin, the strange-looking hands, but mostly those eyes. Her skin crawled as she remembered the brush of his cold, hard fingers against her face. And what had he called her? Juliette. He had muttered the name Juliette several times. His eyes! She had heard people tell of looking into someone’s eyes and seeing insanity or evil; for the first time she understood. It was as if she had been looking into the eyes of a dead person who still stared at her and still moved.


Thoughts of the last few days stunned her. She found herself almost believing that all of this – the capture, the terrifying Comanchero, the fiery inferno, the sudden escape – was a bizarre dream.


And this McLeod. McLeod what? she wondered. Was he just another Comanchero grabbing her for his own use? She looked back to the blue-and-yellow US Cavalry uniform pants and bitterness welled up inside her. She knew some Yankees weren’t terrible people, but, when she saw blue uniforms, she could see or feel nothing except hatred. Images of the past overtook her.


 


Grady lay in the gray mud at Elmira Island, his one worn blanket now matted and pressed down into the wet mud. Tattered remnants of a gray Confederate overcoat with the epaulets of a colonel covered parts of his big body in a futile effort to relieve the chills that shook him. Dried blood from the officer who had once worn it still caked a quarter of the coat’s surface. Grady was gaunt; his once powerful body now weighed little more than one half its usual two hundred pounds. Water lifted to his lips in a metal cup stank with the pollution of the prisoners’ water supply. His face was the bright red of one consumed with massive infection.


 


Carlotta shook her head to rid herself of the images. She’d not seen Grady in prison, but it must have been like that. She tried to fight the bile back down. At least she was away from the Comanches and that Comanchero. But why was this McLeod here in the middle of Comancheria unless he was also some kind of a renegade, a Yankee renegade?


She dropped her hands to the rifle in the scabbard on her saddle. From the stock of the rifle she knew it was a Spencer repeating rifle like the one her father carried. In her mind she reviewed the mechanism and mentally rehearsed getting it unsheathed and into action. Had this McLeod thought of the Spencer? Should she take it into her hands now before he had a chance to seize it?


When they crossed another small trickle of a stream, McLeod reined in his big buckskin, walked it away, and then turned back to face the way they had come. Carlotta pulled her horse up and watched him carefully. Even after she dismounted, she kept the horse positioned so that she could quickly get the Spencer into action.


He let his horse drink but watched in the direction from which they had come for a long time before he dismounted. Before he drank he emptied his canteen, filled it with fresh water and looked to see that she was doing the same with the Comanchero’s leather water bag.


As he had bent to the little stream, his battered Stetson slipped from his head, held only by its chin strap.


Carlotta gasped audibly before she could clamp her hand across her mouth to stop herself. McLeod quickly snapped his hat back on to his head.


‘Comanches?’ she asked after an awkward moment. These were the first words either had spoken during the entire episode other than the brief exchange of names, she realized.


‘Yankee artillery shell,’ he replied. ‘A fragment ripped my scalp off. Quicker than a Comanche but rougher.’


She pointed to the yellow-legged pants. ‘Why those pants if the Yankees were shooting at you?’


McLeod kneeled, removed his hat and again revealed the hand-sized mass of rough scar tissue on the top of his head. He poured a hat full of the clay-stained water over his head, slung his head hard enough to rid himself of most of the water, brushed his remaining hair back into place with his hand and replaced the battered hat. His voice sounded easier to Carlotta than it had in their earlier, strained exchange of names.


‘I nearly died in a Yankee prison,’ he began slowly. ‘Rather than die, I volunteered to fight Indians. “Galvanized Yankees” they called us. Yankee blue over Rebel gray.’


Carlotta turned stiffly away as bile roiled up inside her. She swung on to the bay and slammed her heels into its sides without turning her eyes back toward him.


‘Well hello, Texas,’ she heard him mutter. ‘Guess you would have rather been with the Comanches.’


McLeod caught up and rode beside her without speaking again. Their pace was now slowed to a trot, mile eating but much less demanding on the horses. Carlotta was well aware of the problem of trying to save them and yet also try to gain precious miles on the Comanches; she couldn’t fault him on his handling of the horses. They stopped again to water the horses at what Carlotta figured must be the Prairie Dog Town Fork of the Red River, about two miles below where it emerged from Palo Duro Canyon. Each avoided the other’s eyes. From a quarter of a mile to the south, a pair of pronghorn antelopes watched them curiously. A dust devil whirled northward along the top of the Cap Rock. After watering the horses and then themselves, but not speaking, Carlotta and McLeod rode in the direction of the Texas settlements to the south-east.


After a few minutes, McLeod stopped on the middle of a large stretch of bare stone. Carlotta whirled her horse and grabbed for the action of the Spencer rifle.


‘Get off here,’ he said without looking at her.


‘Why?’ she asked suspiciously, keeping her hand on the Spencer. Options flitted through her mind. If he moved toward her, she would ride him down then turn to shoot him.


McLeod didn’t answer her question. Instead he pulled a sheet of buckskin from his over-sized saddle-bags and started cutting it into large patches. Carlotta didn’t budge until he tossed her a large piece of the buckskin. She caught it with her left hand, hesitated, and then dismounted, careful to keep her horse between them and the Spencer rifle close to her right hand.


‘Cut pieces large enough to cover each hoof and be tied four inches up the leg. Cut some for the mules too,’ he directed her in a flat voice.


The resistance she always felt when men ordered her about flared, but she smothered the feeling and dug into the Comanchero’s saddle-bags. She had never seen a man’s belongings arranged in such neat and orderly fashion. She found a razor-sharp knife and began to work. By the time she had cut enough leather for the mules’ feet, McLeod had tied the improvised boots on the horses and was waiting to do the pack mules, which had just caught up to them.


‘Be interesting to see what’s in those packs when we have time,’ McLeod said without looking up at Carlotta.


She looked at the packs with new interest but said nothing. Instead she kept her attention on McLeod, mentally rehearsing how she would draw the Spencer and fire into the middle of his massive body if he tried to take control of her.


McLeod stood and faced her as he took the leather for the last mule. ‘You not going to talk to me all the way back home?’ he asked.


‘My husband was captured, too. He died in a Yankee prison rather than wear those,’ she hissed and pointed at McLeod’s blue-and-yellow army pants as if her fingers were daggers.


‘Every man had to make his own decision,’ McLeod answered quietly and went back to booting the last mule.


‘Grady chose not to become a traitor.’


McLeod ignored her and worked at booting the mules. The muscles along her jaw stood out more rigidly. Her lips pressed together, white at the edges.


When McLeod finished the last animal and mounted, he spoke without looking at her. ‘This won’t fool them for good, but it might buy us a little time.’ He turned his horse back toward the Prairie Dog Town Fork, the opposite direction from the settlements.


‘Why are we going this way?’ Carlotta asked with suspicion in her voice.


McLeod paused but didn’t look back toward her. ‘The Comanches have that herd of captured horses. With their fresh horses, we’ll kill ours if we try to outrun them. We can’t outfight them, and it’s unlikely we’ll surprise them again.’


The truth of what he said was obvious to her, but she still wasn’t ready to trust this traitor. She tossed her head to clear her raven curls out of her face. ‘Where are we going in this direction?’ she asked.


McLeod pointed toward the north-west. ‘The Staked Plains. If lucky, on to Fort Sumner in New Mexico.’


Carlotta’s eyes and mouth flew open in shock. ‘You’re crazy!’


‘Crazy enough that you’re not back with your old friends,’ he said and pointed his head back the way they had fled the Comanches.


Carlotta stared dumbly at him. She couldn’t believe this man was serious. Only a Comanchero would go up on to the Staked Plains. But still, this McLeod hadn’t tried yet to disarm her.


McLeod shrugged his shoulders. ‘Go whichever way you please.’


‘Even Rangers won’t go on to the Staked Plains,’ she finally managed.


‘I’d rather take a chance to live than die for sure,’ he told her. The big man’s eyes held hers for a long moment. Carlotta stared back without changing her hostile expression or speaking. McLeod shrugged slightly and spurred his horse away from her down a long ground-level rock runway toward the Prairie Dog Town Fork.


Carlotta sat motionless for at least a minute. Part of her wanted to flee toward home, but everything this man said rang true.


‘You got the mules?’ McLeod asked when she rode up behind him.


‘Yes.’


‘Keep to the rock until we’re in the water,’ he told her. ‘If we don’t leave any sign, we might gain several hours’ lead.’


‘Will that be enough?’ she asked.


‘It’ll have to be,’ he answered and rode toward the Staked Plains.









CHAPTER TWO


 


Ian Richards breathed deeply, clenched his fists more tightly than ever, exhaled slowly and took in the sweep of the landscape beyond the canyon. His harsh abuse of women had caused him to be driven away from more than one place, but out on the Staked Plains no one cared. He glanced around at his companions as if noticing them for the first time. These Comanches would kill him as quickly and thoughtlessly as they would a mosquito which disturbed their sleep, he knew. He took another deep breath and tried to compose himself.


Thundercloud, the leader of the raiding party, sat impassively, showing no emotion despite the anger he felt over losing a Tejano captive. He remained outwardly impassive in the face of Ian Richards’s wrath as the other warriors sorted through supplies scorched by the fire the white man had sent among them. He silently reminded himself that he tolerated the Comanchero because he furnished badly needed goods from the New Mexico settlements. Without the Comanchero’s trade, The People would be unable to purchase firearms, ammunition and iron products.


Ian Richards paced back and forth through the charred roots of grass, clenching and unclenching his talon-like fingers, although he knew that Comanches considered displaying such emotion to be a sign of weakness and thus sufficient reason to kill an outsider. He couldn’t compose himself to speak in a more respectful tone to Thundercloud even though he knew the danger of his disrespect. His thin lips, made to look even thinner by his pencil-thin, black mustache, twisted as he raged. ‘If we don’t leave soon we may not catch the woman and the stranger,’ he reminded Thundercloud for the third time.


Thundercloud had heard this strained, almost whispering tone of voice before when the Comanchero was excited about a woman. The Comanche leader looked away from Ian Richards and took a deep draught of smoke from a cigar taken on the raid in Texas, ignoring the Comanchero for a long moment.


‘We have the horses,’ Thundercloud finally responded. ‘We will rest on the Llano.’


Ian Richards stopped pacing and stood over Thundercloud. ‘You forget, Thundercloud. My pack mules are with them.’


A casual flip of Thundercloud’s hand indicated his lack of concern.


‘On the mules,’ Richards continued in a calmer, stronger voice, ‘are twenty-four rifles – new Henry repeaters.’


The veteran trader Thundercloud didn’t change his expression but his stomach churned.


‘Twenty-four Henrys would make you an even bigger man among the Quahidi Band,’ Ian Richards added. He knew how badly Thundercloud wanted to lead warriors on raids to Texas.


Thundercloud’s complaisance melted. He began gathering his few items that had been left unburned. No words were necessary. At once the eleven remaining warriors began preparations to leave. Within ten minutes they were following the trail of the Tejano woman, her rescuer and the mules.









CHAPTER THREE


 


To Quentin McLeod, the wide maw of Palo Duro Canyon seemed as awesome as the gates of hell. Yet he found the canyon grippingly beautiful despite its reputation as the most important stronghold of the Comanches and a place even the boldest Texans considered sure death. Green cedars, junipers, bois d’arc and mesquite contrasted with the red soil, the bands of yellow and purple minerals in the canyon walls and the deep blue of the autumn Texas sky. Why, Quentin McLeod wondered, did the world always seem to look most beautiful when he was likely to be killed? It gave him the uncomfortable feeling that the world was getting ready to bid him goodbye.


McLeod halted his buckskin in the deep shadow of a cottonwood tree a couple of miles into the canyon. A quarter of a mile away a group of whitetail deer stood motionless watching the intruders, before they began to browse peacefully. A covey of quail scurried off, running like race horses away from the human interlopers. A honeybee buzzed by McLeod and Carlotta. The sun was now overhead, its warmth making it feel as if winter was much further away than it actually was. McLeod heard no sound other than the brisk breeze rustling the dry and yellowing cottonwood leaves nor smelled anything other than juniper and the sweat on the horses.
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