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CHAPTER 1





By the time Bill Watson heard the click of a Colt .45 being cocked, it was already too late to do anything about it. Besides, he wasn’t even wearing a gun himself – it was over beside his saddle and gear where he’d stowed them the night before on bedding down. Now it was just after dawn and he was making himself an early morning cup of coffee over the freshly invigorated ashes of his campfire when someone, for some reason, had just got the drop on him.


He sighed wearily, straightened up and turned to face the gunman. He’d been careless – should have been prepared for something like this. But he thought that no one would bother robbing an ordinary cowboy camping along the trail. How could anyone possibly know he was carrying a small fortune with him? But then money had a smell all of its own and could be scented by the keen nostrils of thieves for miles around. Bill should have known that was the case and he cursed himself for not being more careful. He should have slept with his goddamned weapon strapped to him – no matter how uncomfortable it was. Now he was paying the price for his lack of foresight. Perhaps even with his own life.


As he faced the direction from which the ominous sound had come he saw a man standing there, gun in hand, looking at him with a hard, hostile stare. For a few seconds the pair regarded each other as two animals might who had suddenly come upon one another in a forest clearing. Bill, for his part, did not relish what he saw. His assailant was a short, grubby-looking gent, with narrow, mean eyes, an unshaven chin and wearing a shirt that had clearly seen better days. But pinned on that disreputable garment was a bright object that brought a flood of relief to the worried cowboy.


‘Sheriff,’ he said, lowering his hands, which he had instinctively begun to raise. ‘Am I glad to see you! I thought you were a bandit out to bushwhack me.’


‘I ain’t no sheriff,’ snapped the other man peevishly. ‘This is a deputy’s badge. And keep them mitts up, I ain’t done with you yet.’


Bill stood stock-still and raised his arms again, but in a more relaxed manner. This was obviously some kind of misunderstanding. The lawman was mistaking him for a criminal he was after. Once things had been explained, all would be fine.


‘You can come on out now, Stu,’ called out the deputy.


In response to his shout, another man emerged from the brush nearby, clutching a Winchester in a rather awkward fashion. He was an older fellow, better dressed than his companion, with the look of a store-clerk or bank teller about him and seemed completely out of his element in this situation. It was obvious that he had been covering Bill with the rifle the entire time, so it was a good thing that the cowboy had made no effort to resist or escape. At that range even a scared rabbit tenderfoot could hardly miss his shot.


‘What’ll we do with him, Hal?’ he asked nervously.


‘You keep a watch on him while I go through his stuff,’ ordered Hal.


Without further ado he commenced to rummage among Bill’s belongings and before long pulled out a weatherproof pouch. He opened it and produced a thick wad of new banknotes.


‘How do you explain this, hombre?’ he said, waving the bundle triumphantly.


‘That’s easy,’ replied Bill. ‘I just sold off a herd of cattle in Denver. I paid off my men and was headed back home. There’s a bill of sale in the side-pocket of my saddle-bag if you don’t believe me.’


Hal opened the saddle-bag, fished out the relevant document and quickly scanned it before tossing it on to the embers of the campfire. To Bill’s horror, it immediately ignited and quickly turned into a blackened crisp.


‘Nice try,’ Hal jeered with a grim smile. ‘But no phoney receipt’s gonna save your hide. We know where that money came from, don’t we, Stu?’


Stu seemed every bit as shocked as Bill at his companion’s precipitate action. ‘Hang on a minute, Hal,’ he said uncertainly. ‘We can’t be sure that we got the right man. Maybe there’s something in his story. After all, didn’t witnesses say that the robbers were some kind of foreigners?’


‘Sure,’ said Hal, casting him a contemptuous look. ‘And how can they be sure of that when the hombres all wore masks? And what’s more, are you tellin’ me a drifter like this,’ he indicated Bill with a scornful jerk of his head, ‘came by this heap of money honestly? If you do, you’re even dumber than I figured you for.’


Stu peered at their captive dubiously. To be truthful, this man actually looked a good deal more savoury than the seedy deputy who had just insulted him. He seemed like the plain and honest cowpoke he claimed to be, indeed, one of the better sort, with clean if worn clothes and well-cared-for accoutrements. In fact the two men in front of him contrasted greatly as physical specimens, with Hal’s unappealing appearance showing up even more clearly in comparison with Bill’s sturdy build and handsome, clean-cut features. If anything, an impartial observer would immediately place Bill as a guardian of the law and Hal as its criminal transgressor – not the other way around.


‘I think we should let Sheriff Delaney decide that,’ he said eventually with a rare exhibition of resolution and firmness in his voice.


The deputy stared at him in anger, vexed that the other had dared to show some spark in defiance of his usually unquestioned authority. But he saw also a new determination in the eyes of his companion and realized that argument would be of no use. Instead, his cunning brain devised a ruse to get rid of the meddling old fool leaving the prisoner to his tender mercy.


‘Maybe you’re right,’ he generously allowed. ‘Maybe we’d better let Delaney handle this. I guess we’re just not smart enough to deal with a desperado like this.’ He couldn’t help adding this last bitter, ironic comment. ‘You ride back and fetch the rest of the posse here. I’ll look after this prisoner meantime,’ he continued smoothly, as if this was the most logical arrangement in the world.


Stu opened his mouth to protest at this plan, for he didn’t really trust his fellow deputy.


‘Take my horse, it’s faster,’ interjected Hal, to forestall any possible objections. ‘Tell the sheriff what’s happened and tell him to get here as soon as he can.’


Stu still hesitated over the proposal. On the one hand he was keen to get out of the vicinity as soon as he could. If Bill really was a member of the bunch of miscreants, there might be others around ready to pounce. And it would give him a rare moment of glory if it was he and he alone who rode in with the exciting news of the arrest of a suspect. For a fleeting moment he would be a hero, the centre of everyone’s attention; for a nonentity like him it would be a rare occasion in his humdrum existence.


But, on the other hand, he was wary of Hal’s wish to remain with their prisoner. He had qualms about leaving a potentially innocent man in the safekeeping of the unscrupulous deputy, whom he feared and loathed in equal measure.


For a few vital seconds, the battle between self-interest and self-respect raged in his feeble spirit. But the fear of contradicting his volatile and violent companion eventually trumped all other considerations and, not for the first time in his downtrodden life, he opted for the easiest option.


‘OK, Hal,’ he concurred meekly. ‘But you’ll look after the prisoner all right, won’t you?’ he added as a sop to his own beleaguered conscience.


‘Sure, I’ll look after him,’ jeered Hal sarcastically. ‘I’ll treat him like a prince. Now just you run on, Stu, and tell Sheriff God-Almighty Delaney to get his fat ass here in a hurry or else I’ll wrap this whole business up without him.’


The two ushered Bill at gunpoint to a nearby scrub oak where they lashed him securely to its short, robust trunk before Stu mounted his horse and, with a last troubled glance at the captive he was leaving behind to a dubious fate, dug his spurs in and rode off in a cloud of dust.


When he’d got out of sight, Hal turned with an evil eye on Bill, who felt his heart sink as that cold gaze fell upon him, as if a darkness had just descended over him, freezing him to his very bone.


‘Jes’ you ’n’ me now, pardner,’ he said with heavy menace. ‘And we are gonna have us a little talk. By the time I’m done, you’ll be beggin’ to tell me where the rest of the money and the other members of your gang are.’


He pulled a large Bowie knife from a scabbard on his belt and ran his finger lovingly along the blade. Its wickedly curving blade must have been nine inches or more, ending in a needle-sharp point and a blood gutter all along its length.


‘This here’s my favourite hunting-knife,’ he remarked in a casual, conversational tone as he examined the edge of his weapon carefully. ‘I’ve used this to skin many a jackrabbit, plenty of deer too. Why, I even skinned me a bear once. But you know what?’ He looked up suddenly at his hapless prisoner, his eyes glistening with wicked intent. ‘I ain’t never skinned me a man. Reckon it can’t be too different though. Man’s just like a bear with no hair. Right?’


Bill felt a shudder of fear pass through him at this chilling threat. Surely the man was not serious? No one could be so evil and depraved as to contemplate such a horrible act.


But the answer to this lay in the wicked, measuring gaze of the deranged deputy who seemed to be enjoying the terror he had aroused in his proposed victim.


 ‘Yeah,’ he continued nonchalantly. ‘There’s this gal in town, works in the saloon. Me and her are real friendly – if you know what I mean,’ he added with a broad wink. ‘I reckon I could make a natty little bag for her out of your hide. The sort women use to keep their little knick-knacks in. That should keep her sweet on me. How would you like that, hombre? Ending up as a whore’s handbag? Why I might even have enough left over to make me a nice pair of riding-gloves.’


Not surprisingly, his torturer’s cruel humour failed to raise a smile to Bill’s pale lips. Instead he strained desperately at the bonds around his arms in a vain attempt to escape this nightmarish situation in which he had found himself so dramatically plunged. But it was no use. The ropes were expertly and tightly tied in such a fashion that he would never be able to wriggle free.


Hal watched him with an amused expression. ‘Struggle all you like, boy,’ he commented mockingly. ‘But I tied those knots and there ain’t no way you’re gonna get away. You’re all mine now and I’m gonna carve you up like a prize steer. You see, a man got killed tryin’ to stop you when your gang were makin’ your getaway after that bank robbery you pulled. Maybe you didn’t even notice that in the excitement of the shoot-out an’ all. But that jasper was my brother. Now it’s payback time – and I aim to collect.’


So saying, he advanced on Bill, the knife balanced in his hand and evil anticipation written on his face. The desperate cowboy closed his eyes in sick despair and braced himself, expecting at any moment to feel the steely touch of the blade upon his body, followed by the inevitable, excruciating wave of pain as it cut into his flesh. But then the unexpected, the miraculous happened.


‘Buenos Dias, señores, I hope I have not arrived at an inopportune moment,’ came a voice from somewhere nearby.



















CHAPTER 2





Bill opened his eyes in time to see Hal’s jaw drop open in astonishment. Simultaneously both men turned their heads in the direction of the speaker.


Standing just a few paces away was a tall, swarthily handsome man, dressed in the classic manner of a Spanish hidalgo, with a short, tight-fitting jacket and flared trousers lined down either side with silver fasteners. Round his waist he wore a colourful red cummerbund and on his head a broad, flat, black hat, with ornate golden thread sewn around its brim. Despite his colourful appearance though, there was an air about this man of someone who was not to be trifled with as he regarded the pair before him with an expression of wry amusement, while toying idly with a leather riding quirt.


Hal quickly recovered from the initial shock of this interruption. ‘This is law business,’ he said in a blustering voice, whilst pulling back his vest to reveal the star pinned to his chest. ‘I was just interrogatin’ this here prisoner. So move on, mister, if you know what’s good for you.’


The stranger showed no sign of budging but stood there in the same casual pose. An astute observer, however, might have remarked a slight change in the man’s demeanour. He was now flicking the riding quirt against his thigh in a tell-tale sign of suppressed anger, and a certain look of iron had entered his dark brown eyes.


‘I see,’ he said sardonically. ‘Do you usually question suspects at knifepoint …’ he craned forward to inspect Hal’s badge more closely … ‘Deputy?’


At this calmly delivered slight, Hal lost the little self-control he possessed.


‘Now look here, greaser,’ he hissed furiously, ‘you’d better move on and fast. Otherwise you could end up bein’ arrested too and maybe gettin’ a dose of the same treatment this hombre’s about to get, comprende?’


The Mexican said nothing but continued to look at the deputy with a cool, level gaze and a hint of a smile on his lips that no longer had anything friendly about it. When he eventually spoke, his voice had changed too; it seemed to come from some fardistant and not very pleasant place, as if borne on an Arctic wind.


‘Do not threaten me, señor. I do not like threats. And furthermore, know that Don Alonzo goes where he wants, stays where he wants and leaves when he wants. It is not for riff-raff like you to give orders to a man such as I.’


Under this unbearable goading, Hal snapped and with a mad yell he lunged at the man who had just insulted him. But Don Alonzo was expecting this assault and, with a lightning rapidity astonishing in one who had lately appeared so languid, he stepped to one side and, with an adroit flick of his hand, lashed his quirt across the face of his attacker as he charged by. Hal stumbled to the ground with a yelp of pain and groped his head. He’d been shaken and a little dazed by the blow but quickly sprang to his feet again, knife at the ready to deal deadly vengeance to this impudent interloper who had so grievously interfered in his business.


But the scene that confronted him was very different from what it had been just a few seconds before. Instead of a lone Mexican, there were now four of them standing there in front of him. He shook his spinning head in disbelief. Maybe the injury he’d just received was more serious than he thought and he was now starting to see double, or rather, quadruple. But when he peered again through clearing vision, there were still four olive-skinned strangers standing there – heavily armed and looking at him with unmistakable malice.


Beneath the stern gaze of these desperadoes, the arrogant bully’s demeanour crumpled and withered like an autumn leaf before a gale. Bill felt almost sorry for him despite the hazardous uncertainty of his own situation. Perhaps these newcomers meant to kill both of them, take all their goods and move on. After all, that was the classic way of all bandits – steal everything of value and leave no witnesses. And he had no doubt in his mind that these were bandits. For, despite the dandified appearance of their leaders (for, from his bearing, Don Alonzo could only be such), the other men bore all the signs characteristic of that breed. Each carried not only a rifle and sidearm but also had bandoleers of extra ammunition swathed across their chests in criss-cross fashion and belly guns crammed into their belts for added firepower. Moreover their physical aspect gave sign of their profession: heavily whiskered, unkempt, sunburned and scarred, these were the faces of men who spent most of their time outdoors, on the run or engaged in fierce gun-battle. But most of all, it was the eyes that said it all: they were cold, expressionless, devoid of either fear or pity – the eyes of hunters and killers, such as one might often see in wild members of the animal kingdom but rarely in the face of a man.


However, the answer to Bill’s agonizing dilemma came within seconds when Don Alonzo issued rapid instructions in Spanish and the bonds that bit so deeply into him were suddenly loosened. Rough but not unkindly hands held him up as he nearly collapsed from the tremendous strain he had recently undergone, whilst a gourd of fresh water was pressed to his parched lips. The instincts of these men – savage, hunted beasts themselves – were to help another they judged to be in the same predicament.


As regards the hapless deputy, that was a different matter. He quickly found himself in the same situation as his erstwhile prisoner, tightly pinioned to the self-same oak with his own rope.


When he’d had a long swallow of water and recovered his voice, Bill asked the obvious question of his newfound saviour.


‘What’re you gonna do now, mister?’


Don Alonzo inspected him with a measuring gaze. Up until now he had paid scant attention to the helpless, mute bystander to all that had just taken place. His dealings had been with the deputy and, as he had just been rendered harmless, it was only now that he could turn his attention to the other man who had inadvertently fallen into his hands.


‘To be frank, señor,’ he said politely, ‘I have no idea. But tell me first, how do you know this man and what have you done to cross him?’


‘Nothing!’ protested Bill vehemently. ‘He jumped me with a buddy just a while ago, made some crazy accusation about a bank robbery and was about to torture a false confession out of me when you happened by.’


‘I see,’ replied Don Alonzo, stroking his chin thoughtfully. It was obvious to Bill that all this made some kind of sense to the Mexican, who evidently knew more about what was going on than Bill did.


Just then another of the gang came up, excitedly gesticulating towards a half-opened saddle-bag. Bill’s heart sank when he saw this, for it was his own hard-earned cash that was in the bag and he knew that he might as well kiss it goodbye right then.


Don Alonzo pulled out a handful of greenbacks and looked at Bill with a new interest.


‘And where did this money come from, my friend?’


Bill shook his head wearily. He realized it would be pointless to lie and would serve no purpose anyway. The money was as good as gone.


‘It’s mine,’ he said with an air of resignation. ‘I got it by selling off a herd of beeves.’


Don Alonzo nodded and shoved the notes back into the satchel.


‘I believe you,’ he said firmly. ‘But for the time being, you must entrust it to my safekeeping.’


Bill inclined his head in agreement. He didn’t really believe this brigand in fancy duds with such impeccable manners. But he hadn’t really a lot of choice in the business. A few minutes earlier he’d been in imminent danger of a slow and painful death. Now he was out of immediate jeopardy – for the time being. For that much, at least, he was grateful. As regards the rest, he would have to wait and see and, if the moment came, seize the opportunity to regain both his liberty and his bankroll. But whether such a moment would ever come remained to be seen.



















CHAPTER 3





Don Alonzo turned to his men again and issued more instructions in their native tongue. Immediately they started to get ready to leave. Desperate as his own situation was, Bill could not help sparing a thought for his erstwhile captor.


‘What about him?’ he asked tentatively, nodding his head in that unfortunate’s direction.


By way of an answer, Don Alonzo handed him that self-same Bowie knife that Hal had been about to use on Bill before the fortuitous arrival of the Mexicans.


‘You may finish him,’ he said simply.


Bill recoiled in horror.


‘I won’t do that!’ he gasped. ‘That ain’t human!’


Don Alonzo laughed, showing a fine set of pearly teeth.


‘I will never understand you gringos,’ he said in an amused tone. ‘One moment ago this son of a dog was about to cut the living flesh off you just for his own pleasure and now you are unwilling to give him a far more merciful death. Where is the logic of that?’


He turned to one of his band and tossed him the weapon. The man caught it adroitly and a wicked grin creased his ill-favoured face. He needed no further orders on what to do. With a faintly scornful look, Don Alonzo addressed Bill again.


‘Juan will take care of this matter. You need concern yourself with it no further. Now, mount your horse. For the time being, you ride with us.’


Reluctantly Bill did as he was told. He wasn’t at all happy with the way the situation was developing. His fate at the hands of these desperadoes might not be much better than the one he had just so narrowly escaped. But the smart thing was to pretend to play along until the opportunity came to turn things around. Until then he could only watch and wait.


The outlaw chief beckoned him to fall in behind his lead while the others followed after. There seemed little chance of making a break in these circumstances. As regards the fourth bandit – the one called Juan – he stayed back and stood guard over Hal, making a great show of cleaning his filthy fingernails with the latter’s knife. The last Bill saw of the wretched deputy was the sight of his face, ghastly and claylike, staring fixedly at the instrument of his own impending execution. It was fitting that he was going to meet the same end that he had been so eager to dispense to Bill, yet the cowboy drew no satisfaction from the ironic justice of it. But he was in no position to do anything about it and so just rode away, to leave the miscreant to his fate.


The little group had not got far before a piercing scream rent the air. This was no surprise for the horsemen, who trotted on without breaking pace. Only Bill started at the sound and twisted around to look back. There was little doubt over what had happened, and a short while later Juan rejoined them, whistling lightly and with the demeanour of a man going about his innocent, everyday business. But Bill knew otherwise and worried that when the sheriff eventually came, it would be him who would get the blame for the murder. And that on top of another killing and the trifling affair of a bank robbery. He slumped disconsolately in the saddle. Regardless of how you examined it, things were going downhill very rapidly and could hardly get any worse. Or could they?
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