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Billy Sundown


 


Billy Sundown, a Cheyenne Indian, was determined to return the young English woman to her home, so he took her from the blood bath that was the battle of Washita. But Billy, white educated, albeit with an Indian’s temperament, was up against more than a tough trek to north Texas. In Pine Bluffs he was forced to kill two men and somewhere on his back-trail there was a Pinkerton man. Meanwhile, on his ranch, John Grey had sworn to take bloody revenge on the Indians who had kidnapped his daughter.


Billy, posing as the half-breed Mescal, returns Jemima Grey to her home. But as John Grey gets ever closer to discovering Mescal’s real identity, the killings begin in earnest and it becomes clear that for Billy Sundown there can be but one inevitable outcome.
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Part One


 


Escape









Chapter One


 


Indian Territory, Friday, 27 November 1868.


An icy breeze sloughed across the pines, brushing the powdery snow from the high branches so that it drifted down in the darkness to settle like gossamer on his face. Yet still he lay motionless under the heavy buffalo robes, blinking away the melting flakes, ignoring the knife-sharp pain in his eyes from long minutes of peering into the night.


The rustling of the breeze had disturbed the English girl. Thirty yards away across the clearing she tensed, then faded silently into the trees still some twenty yards from the picketed horses, and a flicker of amusement stirred within him.


The short rawhide cord that had tethered her to his ankle lay like a snake curling through a patch of snow-covered grass that shone in the pale moonlight alongside the glowing embers of the smokeless fire he had built when he had decided that they were safe from pursuit.


On the other side of the buffalo robes where she had lain sleepless the cord’s end was ragged. He guessed she had worked on it with a sharp rock that had quickly grown slippery with her own blood, and again marvelled at how she had cut through the tough rawhide without disturbing his sleep.


The breeze died. The girl resumed her stealthy movements, a ghostly shape drifting out of the trees, the moonlight gleaming on the pale skin of one naked shoulder. She picked her way barefoot through the snow, with patience and infinite care. Each painful step took her closer to the dozing ponies, and he guessed that under the tattered cotton dress her heart would be pounding, her breath tight in her throat – and suddenly the amusement he had felt was swamped by a surge of pity.


The small pinto sensed her approach. It lifted its head and snorted softly. She stiffened. As she turned her face quickly to look back across the clearing, her wide eyes glowed yellow in the dim light like those of an animal. Even across the clearing he heard her soft intake of breath, could almost smell her terror.


But when she turned away, reached out a hand towards the pinto, he knew that she had gone far enough and he slid smoothly from under the robe and came up on all fours.


He balanced on toes and fingertips, then sprang cat-like to his feet and launched himself across the clearing. The snow hissed at his passing. She sensed his approach and turned with a shrill squeal of fright and stumbled back against the pony.


He reached her in ten long, raking strides. The pinto jerked up its head and whinnied, tried to back off, snapped the picket line taut. Then he had folded the girl in his muscular embrace, clamping her arms to her sides as she fought like a wildcat. Head thrown back she writhed in his grasp, eyes wild and staring. Her knee came up hard against his deer-skin hip-leggings, aimed viciously for the softness of his groin. He slipped the thrust with ease, took the blow on the hard muscle of his thigh, turned his face aside as she spat her hatred. Like a snake she wriggled one arm free, moaned in frustration as she hammered futilely at his naked chest, the porcupine quills around his neck rattling under the blows.


‘There’s no need for this,’ he said quietly, as the fury spent its force against the iron of his muscles and she went limp, her skin slippery in his grasp. ‘I bind you for your own safety; everything I do is for a reason, you must trust me.’


‘Then let me go,’ she gasped. ‘Turn me loose—’


‘When the time is right.’


‘Now is right.’


‘No.’


‘Then you’re a liar.’ She glared at him in the moonlight, her jaw thrusting with contempt, two angry spots of colour in her pale cheeks. ‘Not only a liar, but a fool. You are a Cheyenne in a land that that is being taken by the white men, and you have taken an English woman as your captive. When they find you, you will hang.’


‘Then for your sake,’ he said gravely, ‘you must hope that these savage men do not find me; for when they have finished with me they will look at you afresh, and soon hanging will seem like an easy way out.’









Chapter Two


 


Billy Sundown forced the pace, riding in a north-westerly direction and always keeping on the fringe of high timber where the shadows were deep and he could ride with just one side exposed, and vulnerable. Always vigilant, he saw in the mud or expanses of patchy snow no tracks but their own, or those of deer or coyote; saw no movement but the drift of clouds and the swaying of tall trees in the cutting wind.


In such a manner he had, by nightfall on the eighth day, left behind the Washita and the Cheyenne reservation, splashed through a ford to cross the icy waters of the North Canadian and, in the warmer air away from the high altitudes, the tired ponies were pricking their ears as they scented the waters of Wolf Creek.


On the pinto, the young Englishwoman was huddled in a buffalo robe, riding with her head bowed, her long hair a dark veil across her face. She had long since ceased her frantic struggling, but Sundown knew that there was wet blood from the reopened wounds on her wrists caused by her steady, persistent straining against the rawhide thongs. The last time he had offered her water she had stared at him from hollow eyes feverish with hate. He had expected her to spit the liquid in his face, but at the first touch of moistness on her dry lips she had pushed her face against the cold, distended water-bag and swallowed without thought, her stubborn inflexibility betrayed by her raging thirst.


The moonlight glistened on the water. Somewhere, a long way back towards the high country of the Wichita Mountains, a coyote barked. The riders rounded a wooded spur and began the descent of a long, easy slope. Ten minutes later, at the edge of a stand of cottonwoods on the banks of Wolf Creek, Sundown slid from his horse. He gazed west, to where the night skies were faintly splashed with yellow light, and nodded his satisfaction.


‘You know where we are?’


She was rigid in his arms when he enfolded the bundle of fur and helped her down from the pinto. Though muscle-sore and weary beyond thought, her head was held high.


‘Tell me,’ she said, her voice hoarse. ‘Show me how clever you are.’


‘This is Wolf Creek.’ He waited, saw no flicker of understanding in her eyes. ‘Thirty miles north of here it flows into the North Canadian. Five miles west there’s a town called Pine Bluffs.’


She shook her head angrily. ‘You’re wasting your time. Of the whole of this hated country, I know my father’s ranch and the area close by. This could be anywhere.’


‘But it’s not.’ He looked at her pensively, thought of telling her more but knew it would be wrong. To do what it was necessary for him to do in Pine Bluffs, he must leave her. It was best that, when he left, she remained in ignorance.


He led her deep into the chill, damp cottonwoods. In a small clearing where the darkness was less intense he sat her down on the trunk of a fallen tree, then swiftly brought in the horses and tethered the pinto. Then he lit a small, smokeless fire, gathered dead leaves and brush and scattered them to form a bed on the cold earth. On that makeshift bed he spread the warm buffalo robe that he had used to keep the cold off his own naked shoulders.


When he went to her, carrying the coiled length of rawhide, he saw the pain in her eyes and his resolve softened.


‘I will be gone for some time, maybe most of the night.’ He saw the flare of hope in her swift glance, and went on doggedly, ‘When I leave you now I will leave you bound and gagged, close enough to the fire for warmth, but not so close that you can use it to gain freedom. If you need some thoughts to sustain you, I can give you this much: I told you that when the time is right, you would be freed; that time is very close. For more than three days I have been telling you I am taking you home. I tell you again: when I set you free, it will be within the gates of your father’s ranch.’


‘I don’t believe you. I’ve fought you this far because I know that for some reason, you’re lying. I’ll keep fighting until I drop.’ She laughed, her soft lips twisted in a grimace of disdain. ‘In any case, if you were that foolish my father would shoot you down like a dog.’


‘Foolish?’ He tilted his head, puzzled by the thought that what this girl desired most was to be returned to her home, yet when he told her he would do that, he was not honourable, not brave – but foolish!


He clamped his jaw and dragged her from the log, forced into brutality by his need for haste and the sudden ferocity of her struggles. Feeling his quick temper rise at her obstinacy, he threw her down on the buffalo robes, gagged her with strips of cloth torn from the tattered dress, then secured the length of rawhide from the thongs fastening her wrists to the bole of a nearby tree.


When he rode out of the woods her muffled grunts of anguish and outrage went with him. Then he dismissed them from his mind. The winds of the winter night were like shards of ice cutting into his naked skin as he flattened his body along the horse’s flowing mane and urged it into a gallop that carried him swiftly towards the nearby town.


 


Snatched from his tribe in a bloody raid by renegade whites when a youth of twelve, the young Indian called Awakening had later watched every one of the outlaws gunned down by a posse, then been taken by those hard-bitten men to a harsh school run by devout Quakers where he was forced to learn the white man’s language and customs. The Quakers were strict but always fair and, in their way, kindly, but there were frequent visitors who considered Indian children no better than the mangy dogs they kept tied up in the dust outside their own crumbling soddies. One man, with bleak eyes and prematurely grey hair and a temperament like a powder keg alongside a hot stove, had always picked out Awakening for the hardest kicks, and it was his face above all others that the young Indian tucked away at the back of his mind.


Despite the knocks, Awakening had remained there not because of the Quaker’s vigilance or the locks on the solid doors, but out of choice: in his first twelve years he had learned about the land from experience, and of his own people, from his own people; now he was looking at that knowledge from a different angle, and studied avidly.


Over the next five years he had benefited from the white man’s education system, and come to understand that the Indians’ only sin was that they were occupying rich lands coveted by the white man; they were standing in the way of progress and expansion. When he had learned sufficient, he left, and on his return to his people and his tribe he had taken with him the knowledge that progress was inevitable, and that the old ways were dying.


The boy of seventeen had been welcomed with grave satisfaction by those who remembered him, and his old name returned with him. But the eagle-eyed tribal elders had looked at him closely, had perhaps in their wisdom seen within him disturbing changes of which the boy himself was unaware and, with a suggestion of deep foreboding, they gave him a new name that, in rough translation, emerged as Billy Sundown.


By the time they reached the Washita, Sundown was twenty years old, and a man.


 


Camped on the Washita, the Cheyenne chief, Black Kettle, had been aware that one of their captives was from the Texas ranch of a man called Grey. When Billy Sundown set eyes on Jemima Grey, he was stunned by her beauty, and by the fierce defiance in the girl’s blue eyes in the face of taunts and savage beatings by the squaws. But he also felt an ache in his heart that was totally unexpected. Each day her presence reminded him uncomfortably of his own years of exile, but his decision to take her and return the girl to her home had not been made until Custer’s 7th Cavalry ripped brutally into the peaceful Indian encampment.


They came in out of a frozen, misty dawn, their horses crunching across the snow as they bore down on the birch-bark lodges with the smoke of cooking fires curling from their conical peaks. A rifle cracked. A brass band, incongruous and utterly out of place, burst into the ‘Garry Owen’, and raucous bugles sounded the Charge.


Sundown was one of the first out. He saw other naked braves leaping from their tepees and bounding with rifles and bows and arrows to take cover in snow-choked gullies as blood spattered the trampled snow and the air was filled with the squealing of horses and squaws and the stink of cordite. He saw Black Kettle go down alongside his wife, watched in horror as Sub-chief Little-Rock died defending his family, and children were trampled under the slashing hooves. And he turned away, sickened, and knew what he must do.


Once the decision was made, Sundown knew that it had been inevitable, and that for him there could be no going back. If the old ways were dying, a man had the choice of dying with them, or moving on. Though he could not deny his heritage, his years of exile had shown him that the white man’s ways, like the ways of the Indian, were a mixture of bad and good.


In the midst of that carnage, the terrified screams, the crackle of rifle and pistol fire, the shrill bugle calls and the squeals of excited horses trampling the blood-spattered snow as they wheeled and turned in the cold mist that was like coiled smoke drifting in off the Washita, it had been easy for Sundown to find the girl, but not so easy to slip away.


The sight of the cavalry had excited her, and her instant reaction had been to burst from the tepee where she was being held and show herself to the charging cavalry.


She had not given a single rational thought to the cold-eyed, bloodthirsty squaws efficiently going about their cruel work, or to her own danger.


Even as he warded off the swinging rifle of a whooping cavalryman and sprang towards her, Sundown saw a young white boy disembowelled by the slashing blade of a cold-faced woman who left him dying in the snow and turned to seek out other white victims.


And as a horrified Jemima Grey stared wide-eyed and clapped a hand to her mouth and half a dozen squaws caught sight of her and howled their rage, a volley of erratic gunfire sent a hail of bullets ripping through the village. Sundown grasped the white woman around the waist and threw her bodily back inside the tepee.


The hail of hot lead offered respite. He let the tepee flap drop, saw the furious squaws cowering in the snow to avoid the bullets while their hate-filled black eyes watched Sundown.


Thirty seconds later, Sundown’s own blade had slit open the rear of the tepee and he had unceremoniously slung Jemima Grey across his shoulder and was running with her towards the horses.


During the first day’s desperate flight into the hills, Sundown had realized that the only way he could ride into the Circle G with the girl and stay alive was to go in as a white man – but his features made that difficult. The purpose of the journey to the Panhandle town of Pine Bluffs was to steal clothes, and saddles for the horses. That would go some way to creating the right image. The rest he hadn’t worked out, but his placid, fatalistic nature was telling him to let events unfold, then adapt the situation to meet his needs.


The oil lamps of Pine Bluffs appeared as haloed pin-pricks of yellow light through the cold night air. As he drew nearer, Sundown called up memories of towns he had known, then cut across the end of main street at an angle and circled around the cluster of false-fronted buildings to ride in through an unlit alley. Amid the myriad unfamiliar smells he at once detected the scent of horse ordure, and straw, caught the soft sounds of horses blowing and, with a click of satisfaction, he wheeled the horse and brought it in at the back of the livery stable.


The doors were open, back and front. When he slipped inside and looked up the runway he could see clear through to Pine Bluff’s main street. Yellow light from the town’s oil-lamps flooded in. Two men rode past, slouched in the saddle, heading out of town. Across the street a cigarette glowed in the shadows, and there was the murmur of conversation. The sound of rough male laughter carried thinly on the night air. A piano tinkled. A woman began to sing, off-key.


Shutting his ears to the sounds, Billy Sundown cast a swift glance around the interior of the barn. At the top end of the runway, close to the street, a lamp glowed in the window of a small office. The door was closed, and Sundown guessed the hostler was in there, dozing. Horses moved restlessly in the stalls, aware of his presence, their hooves rustling the straw. Saddles were draped over rails. Sundown padded across, ran his hands over the supple, shiny leather, nodded in the gloom.


Then, quite close by and drawing nearer, spurs tinkled and footsteps thudded on the plankwalk; irregularly spaced, unevenly weighted, as if the man making them was lurching unsteadily from side to side.


Like a shadow moving within deeper shadows, Billy Sundown slipped up the line of stalls and went around their end to stand in the pool of darkness alongside the wide doorway opposite the office. Across the street, the cigarette still glowed. From this close he could now see the outline of two men lounging up against the building, the sweep of their Stetsons, the glint of watching eyes.


Then the drunk came around the edge of the doorway, a man dressed in black, wearing a flat-crowned hat decorated with silver conchos, with jingling Mexican spurs buckled to black boots and a fancy six-gun in a tied-down holster.


The right size, Sundown noted. Medium height, and slim. His own size. . . .


With the speed of a striking rattlesnake, Billy Sundown reached out and hooked an arm round the man’s neck. His other hand came up and clamped over the loose, wet mouth. The man snorted through his nostrils, kicked out. An elbow drove back, ramming against the ridges of hard muscle protecting Sundown’s belly. Sundown leant back, thrust with his hip and lifted the man clear of the ground. Silently, he swung him out of the light spilling in from the street and into the shadows. Porcupine quills rattled. The man heard the sound, was suddenly aware of oiled skin, the naked forearm clamped across his throat. He began a desperate, panicked grunting. Sundown tightened his grip, his knotted forearm like an iron bar across the man’s soft throat. The grunts were choked off, became a sobbing wheeze. Swiftly, Sundown removed his hand from the man’s mouth, placed his forearm behind the greasy head and pushed. There was a muffled crack. The head went strangely loose. The man went limp, became a dead weight in Sundown’s grip.


The office door clicked, swung open.


‘What the hell’s goin’ on?’


Holding the dead man upright, Sundown became as unmoving as the old timber walls.


The hostler stepped out of the office, a small, old man, scratching a tangled mop of grey hair. Heat from a glowing pot-bellied stove wafted out with him, carrying with it the sharp aroma of strong coffee. He peered down the runway, hoisted his red galluses up over bony shoulders, then turned to the street and called out to the men lounging in the shadows.


‘Jake? You see anything funny goin’ on?’


A cigarette arced, bounced sparking, then hissed out in the wet mud. ‘Nah! Ramon went in after his horse, that’s all.’


‘I don’t see him.’


‘Your eyes’re angled too high.’ The man called Jake chuckled. ‘That fast-shootin’ ’breed’s so drunk he won’t be on his horse, he’ll be underneath lookin’ up at its belly.’


‘I reckon that’s where he kin stay,’ the hostler grumbled. ‘He may be lightnin’ fast with that fancy pistol, but that don’t give him the right to wake a man up without no danged reason.’


Still grumbling, he went back into the office and slammed the door.


As a tin cup clattered against a coffee-pot behind the closed door, Billy Sundown let his held breath go, then lowered the dead ’breed to the ground and quickly stripped him of his clothes. He removed his own breech cloth, hip-leggings and elk-skin moccasins, donned the ’breed’s clothes and boots, slipped his knife inside the right boot and buckled the man’s gunbelt about his waist. He bent, picked up the man’s hat. As he did so, a silver concho came loose and fell to the runway, tinkling.


The nearby scuff of boots brought him swinging around. When he turned, standing so that he was shielding the naked body from sight, the two men from across the street were walking in through the double doors, one of them laughing nastily as they headed for the office.


A horse snorted as Sundown slipped the knife from his boot and moved like a ghost along the wall towards the nearest stall. But he was accustomed to soft moccasins, not high-heeled boots. He stumbled. The Mexican spurs tinkled. Both men turned without haste, caught sight of the black-clad figure in the shadows. Their faces split into wide grins.


‘You was wrong, Jake,’ one man commented. ‘That Ramon, he sure can hold his liquor.’ He moved away from his companion and started across the runway. Jake stayed where he was, still grinning. Again the office door swung open. The hostler was outlined against the lamplight, a tin cup in his hand.


‘For Gawd’s sake, Quent, get him on his horse and out of here,’ he growled.


‘Hell!’ Quent said, startled. His eyes had flicked sideways, picked out the pale shape lying in the shadows. They darted back to Sundown, saw the raven hair brushing the wide shoulders. ‘Jake, that ain’t Ramon!’


In a flash, his right hand dropped to his six-gun, plucked it out of oiled leather. But Sundown was already moving. He took two bounding strides, brought his right hand up in a twisting, looping blow and slammed his fist, clamped around the knife’s hilt, against the hard bone behind the man’s ear – once, and again. The man grunted and went down in a crumpled heap, the six-gun spinning away through the loose straw.


Jake’s pistol was out. He cocked it with a metallic snap. As his eyes widened and he lifted the six-gun level there was a whisper of sound. Sundown’s arm moved like the lash of a whip. From a distance of ten feet the knife flickered through the air. The gleaming blade took Jake in the hollow at the base of his throat, sank in to the hilt. He staggered back, choking wetly, slammed against the office and slid down, his shirt-front already wet with blood.


Sundown followed the knife. He leaped over the sprawled body, reached the office as the hostler’s tin cup clattered to the floor, liquid slopping. The old man reached behind him, fumbled in the rack by the door for a shotgun. Then Sundown was on him. He pulled the unfamiliar six-gun, cocked it, rammed the muzzle up into the folds of flesh under the hostler’s chin.
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