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When a Wells Fargo stage is robbed and all the passengers murdered, Sheriff Luke Callaghan is suspicious of Jackson Tate’s claim that this was the work of Apaches. He sets off in pursuit of Tate and his gang, only to find himself battling the gun-running Mexican bandit, Hector Salinas. Things go from bad to worse, and Callaghan is forced to defend his beloved town of Maxwell against attack, to attempt to prove the innocence of his friend Matt Carver who is suspected of involvement in the robbery, and to rescue his sweetheart Christina from kidnapping.
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Chapter One


 


The sun’s mad yellow eye cast its burning gaze over the Chihuahua desert as four mounted men sat waiting on top of a canyon. Their leader scanned the arid landscape below as he peered through a telescope.


‘It’s coming,’ he announced before snapping the instrument shut.


His companions stiffened as their mounts stirred and a cloud of dust appeared in the distance below them. The faint sound of galloping hoofs grew louder as the outline of a coach drawn by six horses came in to view. Jackson Tate shoved the telescope back into his saddle-bag and rearranged the folds of the dustcoat he wore to ensure protection of the expensive grey suit beneath.


‘Quite the dandy, ain’t you Tate?’ mocked Seth Fuller, a burly, unshaven individual who cradled a revolving rifle across his chest. ‘A guy has to be nuts to wear stuff like that in this heat.’


‘Just do your job,’ Tate told him without so much as a glance in his companion’s direction.


Fuller patted the weapon almost affectionately. ‘Don’t you worry none. When this baby sings, the crowd don’t get to go home no more.’ Then he laughed at his own witticism, displaying a row of blackened teeth.


‘Are you sure it’s the right one?’ asked Judd Silver. Tall and fair haired, he sat bolt upright in the saddle and his gloved right hand never strayed far from the ivory-handled revolver sitting snugly in its holster.


‘I told you. There’s no other stage due here today,’ Tate replied before glancing toward the youngest member of the group who sat the furthest to his left.


‘Are you ready, Billy?’


The nineteen-year-old responded with a high-pitched giggle as he fitted an arrow into his bow. ‘Sure am, and I ain’t particular whether it’s the right stage or not, ain’t particular at all so long as I can finish ’em the way I want.’


Tate nodded curtly. ‘Then let’s do it.’


The Concord stage from El Paso to Tucson was now almost directly below them, its red paint obscured by a thick layer of dust beneath which even the words Wells Fargo, proudly etched in gold lettering, could barely be seen. Billy Gaunt loosed his first arrow and the driver made a gargling noise as his hands dropped the reins and flew up to his throat. Blood gushed from the wound and frothed between his lips as, eyes bulging, he slumped sideways.


The man riding shotgun had no time to decide whether to return fire or take over the reins before Billy’s second and third arrows thudded into his chest. As he tumbled to the ground, there were shouts of alarm from inside the vehicle. Men sitting by the windows reached for their weapons, but by this time the Tate gang were riding hard toward them and Seth Fuller was letting off a volley of well-aimed shots that ripped through the curved wooden body of the coach. Meanwhile, Billy Gaunt leaped nimbly from his saddle on to the front seat and brought the galloping horses to a halt. His companions now surrounded the stage and waited to hear if any sound came from inside.


‘Please don’t shoot, we’re coming out!’ cried a male voice. The door creaked open and a young man in a derby hat emerged, leading a young woman by the hand. Four other passengers lay sprawled across the seats inside, blood pooling from their wounds on the floor of the coach. As the young couple stepped over the bodies, an old man slid in front of them with a groan, his hands clawing at the sand as he tried to crawl away, his shirt front soaked with blood. The girl screamed as Judd Silver whipped out his revolver and shot the hapless passenger through the head. Her companion stepped over the body and then placed a protective arm around her as she sobbed with fear.


‘We won’t give you any trouble, just let us go,’ pleaded the young man as his round, dark eyes darted from one man to another.


‘You look like a half-breed,’ commented Seth Fuller sourly.


‘My grandpa was Mexican,’ he replied. ‘It’s not a reason to kill me, is it?’


‘I don’t see why not. Your woman there looks mighty fine though. I could sure have some fun with her!’ chuckled Fuller in response.


‘That’s enough, we’re wasting time!’ said Tate abruptly, gesturing with his revolver. ‘Go help Billy up there with the treasure box. We’ll see about letting you two go when we’ve got what we came for.’


The youth whispered some words of reassurance to the girl and then scrambled up beside Billy to shoulder some of the box’s weight.


Constructed from Ponderosa pine, oak and iron, it was designed to withstand the rigours of a long journey, but the large padlock was no protection against a determined band of thieves. Once it was on the ground, a single shot from Silver’s revolver was all it took for the lid to burst open.


‘Well, I’ll be damned!’ gasped Fuller as the men surveyed its contents including wads of cash and bags with dollar signs on them which obviously contained coins. ‘There must be thousands in there!’


‘Apaches attacked a cavalry column last month,’ explained Tate. ‘It was carrying an army payroll to Fort Bowie so they decided to send the next lot by stage. At least that way the money’s insured because Wells Fargo always cover their clients’ losses.’


‘You’re one clever bastard, Tate, I’ll say that for you,’ remarked Silver in admiration.


Billy now leaped down from the driver’s seat and noticed the girl. ‘Well, look here now. You’re worth all the money in that box, darlin’. Why don’t you give your sweet little Billy a kiss, huh?’ He sidled up to her and ran a grubby hand down her curtain of blond hair. As she flinched in terror, he raised a knife to her throat. ‘Hush now, you wouldn’t want little old Billy to slit your pretty throat, would yuh?’


‘You’ve got what you came for. Why don’t you just let us go?’ asked her companion.


‘You’ve seen our faces. That could put a rope around all our necks,’ replied Tate.


The blood drained from the youth’s slightly sallow complexion. ‘We won’t tell anyone. We’ll just say you all wore masks, won’t we Victoria?’


The girl nodded between sobs as Billy continued to hold a knife at her throat. ‘Victoria. Now that’s a real pretty name. It’ll be a shame to have to kill you, it really will.’


Silver pointed toward the gun belt the young man was wearing. ‘I tell you what, if you can outdraw me in a fair fight, we’ll let you and the girl go. How’s that sound?’


‘I’m no gunman. I’m just Joe Willis, a lawyer’s clerk on my way to Tucson to start a new job. I’m planning to marry Victoria when we get there. That’s all I care about, honest.’


‘If it was up to me, I’d leave you be,’ Silver told him. ‘Billy’s different though. Apaches killed his whole family when he was seven, and he spent the next seven years being brought up by them. He learned all their ways, including what they do to captive women.’


‘OK, I’ll fight.’ Willis swallowed hard. ‘What happens if I don’t win?’


‘We’ll ask young Billy to go easy on your sweetheart, seeing you’re so keen to defend her honour,’ answered Tate. He jerked his head in Gaunt’s direction and the young killer hustled the screaming girl away behind a pile of rocks. This was followed by the sound of her dress being torn and the screams grew louder.


‘I wouldn’t waste any more time if I were you,’ remarked Fuller.


Willis immediately went for his gun. He was surprisingly fast for a clerk who claimed to be inexperienced at handling pistols, so Silver was caught slightly off guard. The gunman’s bullet hit the youth squarely in the chest and he slumped forward but managed to let off a shot as his arm was flung sideways. Silver looked down at the crumpled figure lying in the dust and shook his head. ‘Well, I’ll be damned. I didn’t think he was gonna get to fire that thing.’


‘That damn conscience of yours gave him the chance,’ said Tate.


‘Blast you to hell, I killed him, didn’t I?’


‘You should still have done it quicker,’ protested Fuller. His companions noticed that he was leaning over in the saddle and clutching at his stomach. Tate drew the man’s jacket aside and noticed the blood seeping between his fingers.


‘That looks bad.’ He handed Fuller a large handkerchief to place over the wound.


‘It looks worse than it is. I can still ride,’ protested his subordinate, wincing as he tried to staunch the flow of blood.


Tate shook his head, placing his hand on his revolver. ‘Not to El Paso you can’t.’


Silver consulted a map. ‘There’s a small town about ten miles east of here, a way station called Maxwell where the stage probably changed horses. There might be a doctor there and Seth could rest up.’


Tate’s eyes narrowed. ‘The doctor will ask how he got shot and what happens when people find out about the stage?


The sounds of struggle, accompanied by increasingly anguished screams, had continued throughout their conversation.


‘God damn it Billy, hurry up and stop torturing that girl!’ shouted Silver in exasperation before answering his boss. ‘We’ll say he got shot when we drove off the Apaches and that we came across ’em attacking the stage but were too late to save anybody.’


Tate nodded his approval. ‘They should swallow that, provided Billy does a good enough job here. Besides, it’d be a shame to lose a good man.’


Silver noticed Tate’s hand drop back to his side and shook his head in disgust. ‘You really thought about finishing him off, didn’t you?’


His leader shrugged. ‘You can’t carry an injured man when you’re on the run.’


‘Listen, if you choose to ride with a man you should stand by him. Hell, you’re just like a hyena otherwise.’


Tate grinned in response. ‘Hyenas are pretty smart and they survive, don’t they? Besides, I never knew that conscience of yours was quite so tender.’ He gestured at the scene of carnage they had created with a sweep of his arm.


Billy Gaunt appeared at that moment, carrying the dead girl’s scalp. ‘Can I do the others now?’ he asked his leader.


‘Sure, go right ahead,’ Tate told him. Gaunt immediately set about scalping the other corpses with obvious pleasure while his companions looked away.


‘Thanks for standin’ up for me,’ an ashen-faced Fuller remarked.


‘It was nothing,’ shrugged Silver. ‘Just you rest easy while we sort out the loot.’ He and Tate then set about removing the cash from the treasure box and divided it between the four saddle-bags.


‘It’s too risky to take this into town with us, so we’ll have to bury it somewhere,’ said Tate.


‘Looking at this map, if we head south for a few miles we should pass by the ruins of an old mission. That’s as good a place as any. Then we can get back on the road to Maxwell.’ Silver turned to his companion. ‘Can you hold up that long, Seth?’


‘He’ll have to,’ said Tate as Fuller nodded weakly.


Gaunt had now finished his gruesome work and untied the horses, sending each one off into the desert with a smart smack on the rump. Having removed the bodies to scalp them, he then set alight to the inside of the coach. The men watched as the wooden frame splintered and blackened beneath the flames. The horsehair stuffing inside the upholstered seats added a pungent odour.


‘You’ll have to get rid of those scalps, Billy. We can’t take them where we’re going,’ Tate told him. The younger man reluctantly tossed them into the flames, muttering that no real Apache would do such a thing. The cavalry had rescued him from his captors at the age of fourteen, but by then the idea of being a warrior had become fixed in his mind. The world of white society had long since lost its appeal, and there was nowhere he truly belonged. He had joined several gangs since escaping from a mission school, but only Tate’s offered him a chance to use his peculiar talents and with that a measure of acceptance, though Silver thoroughly despised him.


‘Just make sure you behave yourself when we get to the town. We don’t want to attract any suspicion,’ the gunman warned him, as if reading his thoughts.


‘I’ll pretend to be one of the heroes you’re gonna tell ’em we are,’ sniggered the youngster in response.


‘I swear to God that kid ain’t right in the head,’ muttered Fuller, his teeth gritted in pain.


‘Come on, let’s go. There’s no sense hanging around here waiting to get spotted,’ Tate commanded them and the four riders picked their way through the desert as buzzards circled overhead, waiting to land on the corpses they left behind.


Maxwell was not much of a town but it was growing. The discovery of an underground spring by a prospector called Max Carver some thirty years before had led to the development of a small settlement dubbed Max’s Well. When it finally became clear there was no gold to be had, Carver turned the place into a way station for the rapidly expanding stage network, and shortened its name. Following the old man’s death two years ago, his son Matt took over as station agent and innkeeper, ably assisted by his wife Rosie, at just around the time Luke Callaghan was elected the budding town’s first sheriff.


Callaghan stood on the veranda outside his office, a building which also contained the small jail, and looked across a dirt road to the row of adobe and wooden buildings on the other side. Arthur Norris stepped back from the freshly painted sign, which declared that Maxwell now had a post office from which you could send and collect mail as well as telegrams.


‘It looks good, Arthur,’ Callaghan called across to him.


‘Yes sir, now we’ll really put Maxwell on the map!’ The new postmaster stood at only five feet two inches, but his short, stubby legs carried him over to Callaghan at a surprisingly swift pace. His china-blue eyes blinked behind round, wire-framed spectacles as he continued extolling the virtues of his adopted home and its prospects. ‘Soon, Matt and Rosie will have turned that inn of theirs into the swankiest of hotels. This will be the best place to stop for miles around!’


‘Aren’t you forgetting something? Maxwell’s not an overnight stop on the road to Tucson, except for lone travellers not using the stage, and we don’t get many of those,’ Callaghan reminded him.


‘Not yet it isn’t, but El Paso’s over a hundred miles to the east, Fort Bowie is a hundred miles to the west, and you ride another hundred miles west after that to reach Tucson. Now, can you name me one place between here and there that isn’t a flea-infested hell hole?’


‘No, I can’t,’ conceded the sheriff. Perhaps the little man was right. His enthusiasm was certainly infectious.


It was at that moment that four riders emerged out of the heat haze, one bent low over his saddle. Callaghan looped his thumbs into his gun belt.


‘Trouble, Sheriff?’ enquired Norris.


‘I hope not,’ murmured Callaghan as he strode towards them.


‘Howdy, it looks like you’ve an injured man there.’


Tate levelled his gaze at the tin star pinned to Callaghan’s leather waistcoat before replying. ‘Yeah, we had a run-in with some Apaches back there on the road.’


‘The stage came through here a while ago. Do you happen to know if. . . ?’


‘I’m afraid there’s no one left alive, Sheriff.’ The dark-haired man in the dustcoat shook his head with a mournful expression – but Callaghan noticed that the look in his still, olive-green eyes did not change beneath their hooded lids.


‘We drove ’em off, but they’d just about finished their heathen work. It was too late for us to save anybody,’ his fair-haired companion added.


‘Well, we’d best get your friend inside the way station and cut that bullet out,’ Callaghan told them. Then he turned to Norris who had been standing alongside him. ‘I think you’d best send a telegram to Fort Bowie and let the commander know what happened out here.’


‘I’ll get on to it right away, Sheriff.’ The postmaster then scurried back across the street.


Callaghan then led Fuller and his companions to the largest building in the town, an adobe structure with a thatched roof and a stable block at the side. Matt Carver, a barrel-chested former blacksmith who stood at well over six feet, strode over to join them, wiping his hands on his apron.


‘There’s a man here whose been shot and needs urgent medical attention,’ Callaghan told him.


‘I’ll send Stevie along to get Doc Prentice,’ Carver replied as he took Fuller’s weight, lifting him down from his horse as if he was no burden at all.


‘We’re glad to find you’ve got a doctor,’ said Silver.


‘Well, he’s actually a veterinary surgeon, a horse doctor mainly, but he hasn’t killed any of the humans he’s treated yet. In fact he even delivered a baby last week, and he’s a dab hand at pulling teeth, too.’


‘I don’t care if he’s the devil himself so long as he gets this bullet out,’ groaned Fuller as he was carried inside and laid out on a large dining table.


Carver called out to a tousle-haired boy aged about ten. ‘Stevie, run along to Doc Prentice and ask him to come here quick. A man’s been shot.’


‘Yes, Pa.’ The boy ran off, and his mother emerged from the kitchen. Rosie Carver was a matronly woman, almost the same size as her husband, but she moved with surprising swiftness to fetch towels and hot water.


‘I don’t know what the world’s coming to when men can’t stop shooting each other!’ she complained as she removed the bloodstained handkerchief and set about cleaning Fuller’s wound.


‘It was Apaches, Ma’am,’ said Tate.


‘The stage was attacked and no one left alive,’ added Callaghan.


‘I can hardly believe it!’ she declared. ‘There’ve been no problems with Apaches since Matt’s father first came here. He made peace with them, let them use water from the well. Then they moved away during the war.’


Callaghan nodded slowly. ‘I’ve been thinking the same thing myself. Anyway, Arthur’s sending a message to Fort Bowie, so we should have the cavalry here in a few days.’


‘Thank God for the telegram!’ declared Rosie.


At that moment, a sombre black-suited figure stepped across the threshold carrying a black bag. Prentice removed his hat and jacket and rolled up his sleeves before washing his hands. He peered at the wound over a pair of half-moon spectacles and then addressed the injured man.


‘You’ve lost a lot of blood and will need to rest up a few days. This will hurt some but I’d best do it quickly.’ He turned to the others around the table. ‘Hold him still please.’


‘Hey Doc, how about a shot of whiskey first?’ asked Fuller.


‘If I waste time getting you drunk you’ll be dead,’ said Prentice, selecting a long metal instrument that resembled a pair of tongs. The patient was given a piece of wood to bite on as the horse doctor briefly probed the wound, then thrust the implement inside before triumphantly pulling out a bullet.


‘Here’s the culprit,’ he declared. ‘It must have been fired from a pistol at close range.’ Prentice then expertly stitched the wound and applied a clean bandage. ‘All done, you can have that drink now if you want it, but just the one, mind.’


‘So, how many of them were there?’ asked Callaghan as Prentice left.


Tate shrugged. ‘I’m not sure, about a dozen I guess.’


The sheriff frowned in puzzlement. ‘Are you saying the four of you got up close enough to be surrounded by those Apaches and survived?’


As Tate hesitated, it was Billy Gaunt who answered with a snort of derision. ‘Of course not! A few white men ain’t no match for true Apache warriors! We was up on a canyon and Seth fired on ’em with his revolving rifle. It weren’t exactly what you’d call a fair fight and they just scattered.’


‘It almost sounds like you’re on their side,’ remarked Matt Carver.


‘You’ll have to excuse Billy. He has a funny way of expressing himself, but he don’t mean anything by it,’ said Silver.


‘There’s just one thing I don’t understand,’ remarked Callaghan. ‘Doc Prentice said the bullet he took out was fired from a pistol at close range, but you say the Apaches were some distance away.’


‘Me and Tate were firing pistols as we rode toward ’em, so maybe Seth got hit by a stray bullet,’ suggested Silver.


Tate nodded. ‘I guess so, there’s your answer, Sheriff.’


‘That would explain it,’ conceded Callaghan. ‘Well, the army will probably have a few questions for you when they come out here to investigate, so I’d appreciate it if you’d stick around until they arrive.’


Tate exchanged a brief look with Silver before he replied. ‘We told you what happened, Sheriff. It doesn’t seem like there’s a whole lot to investigate.’


‘Yeah, go out there and look around if you don’t believe us,’ grumbled Fuller.


‘I never said I didn’t believe you, but I will go out there. It’d be good to bring those poor folks back here and bury them in our churchyard,’ replied Callaghan.


‘I’ll come with you,’ said Carver. ‘We’ll get the doc and Linus Selby to help too.’


‘Do you want us to come along? It seems like the least we can do,’ added Tate in a display of friendliness. ‘Don’t pay any mind to what Seth just said. He’s inclined to get grouchy when he’s in pain.’


‘Forget it and stay here with your friend, you’ve done enough already.’


‘Rosie will prepare a couple of rooms for you and fix you some food,’ added Carver as the two men left.


Once the two men were outside, Callaghan turned to his companion and asked him what he thought.


‘I’m not sure, Luke, something doesn’t add up. Like Rosie said, my pa made peace with the Apaches around here years ago and we’ve had no trouble since. Then this sudden attack and what were those men doing out here anyway?’


The sheriff nodded. ‘That’s what I figured and they seemed pretty cagey too, like they were trying to hide something.’


When they reached Linus Selby’s hardware store, a crowd was gathering and the townspeople quickly surrounded them.


‘Is it true, Sheriff? Did them murderin’ savages really attack the stage and kill all those people?’ demanded one elderly resident.


‘What if they come here and attack the town?’ added an anxious young woman.


‘Come on folks, just calm down a moment. A telegram’s been sent to Fort Bowie and I’m sure the army will provide men to patrol the area and look into what’s happened. Now I know there’s been trouble with Apaches elsewhere in the South West but we’ve had none here, so let’s just wait and find out the facts before we do anything else.’


‘It’ll take days for the cavalry to get here. We should get a posse together and find those savages ourselves!’ shouted Mick Harper, Linus Selby’s belligerent young nephew. He worked in his uncle’s store but considered himself to be quite the fighting man. Callaghan had put him in jail for the night once for his part in starting a drunken brawl.


‘Have you ever fought Apaches, Mick?’


‘So what if I haven’t?’ demanded the younger man with a show of bravado. ‘I ain’t scared of ’em anyhow!’


‘No, you haven’t the good sense to be scared,’ Callaghan told him. ‘Well, I fought Apaches when I was in the army, and let me tell you they damn well terrified me. If an Apache has no horse, he can run almost as fast as a man can ride. He’ll keep it up for twenty miles and then fight a battle at the end of it, a battle his side are likely to win because they’re the smartest, toughest foe you’re ever likely to meet. You’re no match for an Apache, Mick, so just leave the fighting to those who can do the job.’ Then he shoved the young man aside and strode into the hardware store as the crowd melted away.


‘Is that boy giving you trouble again, Sheriff?’ asked Linus Selby, the dome of his bald pate glistening above a pair of bushy black eyebrows.


‘It’s nothing I can’t handle. Can you trust him enough to leave him in charge of the store for a few hours?’


‘Sure, it’ll do him good to be kept busy. What can I do for you?’


‘It’s not a pleasant job, I’m afraid. Matt’s helping me bring back the bodies of those poor murdered folks to give them a decent burial. I’m going to ask Doc Prentice to come along too but we could use your waggon, not to mention your skill as a coffin maker.’


‘Consider it done. I’ll come with you right away and get them measured up.’ Selby untied his apron and called out to his surly nephew.


‘Get yourself behind that counter and finish the stock inventory. I’m going out for a while,’ he told Mick as the young man shuffled in and obeyed without a murmur of protest.


‘You might not be scared of Apaches but your uncle’s a different matter, eh Mick?’ joked Carver as the three men left the store.


Doc Prentice readily accepted Callaghan’s invitation to go with them, giving a final pat to the sick pinto he had been treating.


‘Bring that bullet you took out of Fuller’s stomach with you, Doc. It might just come in handy,’ the sheriff told him.


Minutes later, Selby hitched up the waggon and the four men set off through the desert. They had gone about ten miles when Callaghan spotted black buzzards in the distance, swooping over the burnt wreckage of the stage. He rose in his seat and shouted at them, waving his arms in the air but they continued their grisly task of feeding on the corpses left to rot in the noonday sun. He then let off a couple of warning shots and they flew off at once. ‘We’d best hurry. Those critters will be back soon,’ remarked Prentice dourly as Selby drew the waggon to a halt.


The four men jumped down and Prentice began a cursory examination of the bodies. ‘It looks like an Apache attack at first glance,’ he began. ‘They used arrows to kill the driver and the guard. This poor girl was raped and the way they’ve been scalped . . .’ His voice trailed away and he covered his face with his hands.


Carver peered inside the coach and saw the burned remains of the occupants before he was violently sick. Selby put a comforting arm around his shoulders and handed him a canteen of water. ‘You let me handle that part. I’ve made coffins for all kinds of folks killed in all kinds of ways so my stomach’s stronger than most.’


Callaghan’s gaze was drawn to the young man lying in a crumpled heap, a Remington clutched in his dead hand. He bent down and prized the gun from the stiffening fingers’ embrace. The sheriff sniffed the muzzle and then peered inside the chamber.


‘Firing this pistol was the last thing the poor soul did before he died. Hey, Doc, pass me that bullet, would you?’


Prentice fumbled inside his pocket and drew out the bullet he had removed from Seth Fuller’s stomach. Callaghan shoved it inside one of the empty chambers to see if it fitted. Then he compared it closely with one of the other bullets. They were all the same.


‘Fuller was shot by this man, there’s no doubt about it,’ he announced, shoving the Remington in his belt.


At that moment, Selby called him over. ‘Look at the bullet holes on the burnt door of this coach. If you look closely, you can just make ’em out. See how close together they are.’


‘That kid claimed Fuller used a revolving rifle against the Apaches,’ replied Callaghan. ‘When you let off a round from one, that’s what it looks like.’


‘There’s no doubt about it, then, is there? Those four men attacked the stage!’ Carver had barely recovered from the shock of what he had seen, and this new realization was almost too much to take in.


‘That’s about the size of it, Matt, so we’d best get these poor folks loaded up and hurry back to town. I want those men under lock and key as soon as possible,’ said Callaghan grimly.
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