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      He was hunkered down just below a ridge on the Mule Mountains in a grove of ponderosa pine and oak. His horse was tethered further back against the mountainside behind the grove. His name was Duncan Bailey, and he was a tall man, standing six foot three inches in his socks and weighing two hundred and twenty pounds – most of it in his broad shoulders and deep chest. He was tanned deeply by the desert sun and he wore dull-colored clothing that would merge with the desert or the mountain. He wore knee-high moccasins, like the Apache, instead of boots. He wore a gun belt with a Colt revolver on his right thigh and a razor-sharp Bowie knife in a sheath on his left. He was watching a cavalcade of Apaches winding their way up the mountain.

      He knew where they were going because he had found their small village. The tepees were in a meadow high up the mountain, about five miles from where he squatted now. There were only a few squaws and two older men in the village, so he knew it was a raiding party on the warpath. He had studied the tracks around the village and estimated the strength of this band at around twenty-five. That was quite a large band of warriors to be on the warpath, and it meant that their leader had achieved some success in raids – either in scalps or goods.

      He counted fifteen warriors in the cavalcade, but seven of them were wounded, so they had faced fierce resistance on this raid. But the raid wasn’t a failure because he could see four white captives. Two looked like cowboys and two like youngsters – maybe twelve to fourteen years of age, going by their build and height. All four were dressed in range clothes and had their hands bound together in front of them. His eyes traveled to the front of the column and his features hardened as he grunted, “I’ve got you now, Broken Nose!” The Apache he was looking at was a squat, powerfully built man with bulging biceps and broad forearms. He wore the loincloth like the other Apaches, but he also wore a black and white cowhide vest. His warrior name was the Desert Fox because of his cunning, but in his younger days he was also known as Broken Nose.

      Duncan had been hunting for this particular Apache for four months now. He had traversed the desert and the mountain ranges in south Arizona searching for the Apache villages. He had grown up in the desert and the mountains and he could move as silently and swiftly as an Apache, if not better, and he could live off the land. He had ambushed four Apache warriors two weeks ago in the Santa Rita range. Before that, he had captured two warriors in the Sonoran Desert and his only question was always, Where is the Desert Fox? The two warriors did not know or would not say, so they had died. But one of the four warriors in the Santa Rita range said, “We are not with him. He has done things that do not please the elders, so he is on his own. He has his followers and they hide in the Mule Mountains.”

      Duncan had searched the Mule Mountains region until he found tracks, which he then painstakingly followed, and finally found the village. It took time because he had to find the tracks and follow them while staying hidden at the same time. It hadn’t been easy, but he knew the ways of the Apache. He had played, fought, and hunted with them as a youngster in the Franklin and Guadalupe Mountains near El Paso. Now he had found the Desert Fox and he intended to kill him, but the presence of the white captives complicated things. His plan had been to infiltrate the Apache village at night and kill Broken Nose. He would then lay down rapid gunfire with his new Winchester rifle and make his escape in the ensuing chaos. But if he did that now, the Apache would immediately kill their prisoners.

      He studied the column through his field glasses and suddenly stopped at the second Apache in the line. He knew that man by the way he sat his horse. The Apache turned to look up the mountain as though some instinct warned him that he was being watched. It was Running Wolf – but what was he doing with Broken Nose? Further down the line he stopped again as he recognized another warrior. Those sloping shoulders could only belong to Night Walker. He pondered for a long moment and then eased back swiftly to his horse. Mounting up, he walked his horse behind the trees until he was out of sight of the Apache, then he rode faster to a place where he knew the trail narrowed. No horse could turn on that stretch and the only way was to move forward.

      He moved down the mountain to a broad bench that was fifty feet from the narrow trail. Here the riders would be able to turn around, and after this the trail broadened considerably. There was a bend in the trail and he waited there patiently with his rifle in his hands until he heard the soft sounds of the walking horses. He suddenly stepped around the bend and shot the lead horse in the head. It was sudden and, at the sound of the shot, the next three horses reared up and the riders struggled to keep control of their mounts. One false step and rider and horse would plummet over the edge. The horse he had shot dropped dead, but Broken Nose managed to jump free, falling against the mountainside.

      Duncan jacked another bullet into the chamber, held the rifle in his left hand with his finger on the trigger, and drew his Colt revolver with his right. “Hold still, Running Wolf!” he commanded. “My fight is not with you or Night Walker. My fight is only with the coward, Broken Nose.” Running Wolf stared for a moment and then said slowly, “Is it you, Dunk?” Broken Nose had recovered his balance and he swung his rifle to shoot – but without seeming to even look at him, Duncan squeezed the trigger of his Colt and shot the rifle out of Broken Nose’s hand. Duncan said, “It is me, Running Wolf. I have hunted for the great warrior, Broken Nose, for the past four months. The great warrior who killed a sick man sleeping in his bed and now wears that man’s vest like a trophy of war. The great Broken Nose who kills women and young girls to count coup! He killed my family; now I challenge him to a fight to the death. Let us see if this great warrior can face a man in battle.”

      Running Wolf stared at Duncan for a long moment and then said, “I did not know that, Dunk. He has raided ranches and brought back cattle for the People, so we followed him. He always claimed to have singlehandedly defeated his enemies and used the cattle as proof of his fighting abilities.” Duncan told him, “When he attacked my father’s ranch, it was during the war. I and the other men were away at war and only my father, mother, sister, and two old cowboys were at the ranch. He did not come alone, but came with five other Apaches. My father was ill and was sleeping in bed when Broken Nose killed him. He personally killed my mother and sister and the others killed the two cowboys – but one of those old men lived to tell me the tale when I returned. You may remember the man you named Eagle Eye in our younger days. It was he who survived and he recognized Broken Nose.”

      Broken Nose gave him a malevolent look and told the warriors, “Shoot him!” Duncan said, “Listen to me! This is a Winchester rifle; it still has sixteen bullets and my revolver has five. Running Wolf will tell you that I do not miss. I can shoot you down one by one before any of you can get a clear shot at me. But my death is not important to me – the first bullet will kill Broken Nose!” Some of the warriors started to lift their rifles, but Running Wolf held up his hand and said, “He speaks the truth and many of us will die. It is the way of the People that a leader must accept a challenge to fight to the death. I say let them fight!” Broken Nose glared at him and declared, “Only one of the tribe may issue such a challenge and not a white man! But I will not forget this, Running Wolf.” But Running Wolf told him, “Duncan is of the People because he is my blood brother. When we were young, we mingled our blood and declared our allegiance to each other. Is the great Desert Fox afraid to fight him?”

      Broken Nose took a deep breath and said, “As the challenged person I get to choose the weapon. That is also our way!” Running Wolf nodded and said, “It is so! Dunk, he will choose the knife because there is no one better than him at fighting with the knife. Are you sure you want to do this?” Duncan eased back the hammer on his rifle and placed it leaning against the wall of the mountain. He told Running Wolf, “I will fight him and, when I win, I claim the hostages as the spoils of war.” Broken Nose drew his knife and said, “That will never happen because I will send you to meet your family. I have been waiting for this moment for many years, and I will enjoy killing you slowly.” Duncan slid his revolver back in the holster and drew his Bowie knife. “Big talk from a killer of sick men and young girls,” he said derisively. “But now you’re facing a man and talk will not work.”

      He taunted him and said, “How is your nose, mighty warrior? Last time I broke your nose, but this time I will take your life.” At the mention of his nose, Broken Nose howled and charged Duncan. He made a mighty swipe with his knife when he was within range, but Duncan caught it with the blade of his own knife. For a moment the two men exerted their strength to push the other’s blade aside and deliver the killing stroke. Suddenly Duncan’s blade appeared to slip downwards and, with a howl of triumph, the Apache thrust his knife at Duncan’s throat. Duncan swayed his body and the knife blade went past his neck. But Duncan had deliberately let his blade slip downwards and now, with a vicious stroke, he severed the wrist of the Apache. The knife fell from Broken Nose’s nerveless hand and he tried to hit Duncan with his left hand. Duncan’s knife flashed again and the Apache’s left hand was almost severed at the elbow.

      Broken Nose stood there with the blood pumping from both arms and he spat and said, “I made your sister die slowly and I made your mother watch!” He charged forward but Duncan pushed him so that he fell. With both his hands now useless, Broken Nose could only lie there and glare at Duncan. “You can contemplate on your useless life as the blood drains from your body,” Duncan told him. Running Wolf said, “I knew he has always hated you, ever since you bested him and broke his nose when we were young, but I never thought that he would attack your family.” Night Walker said, “I never knew what he had done because he made sure not to tell us. But you must be careful, Dunk – he has his followers and they will be hunting you when they learn of his death. They have gone on another raid, but they will be back soon.”

      Duncan shrugged and told him, “If they come for me then I will hunt them. It is not in me to just sit and wait for trouble to come.” Running Wolf nodded and said, “The same old El Soldado – you have not changed, Dunk. When we heard that you had gone to war it did not surprise us. We have always said that the son is like the father – El Soldado!” Duncan said, “Push the dead horse over the edge and follow me. The hostages can turn their horses around at the bench beyond the bend.” Running Wolf stared at him and stated, “You found our camp.” Night Walker remarked, “It should not surprise us that you tracked and found the village. You were always the best when we were young and you have not lost your skills.”

      Running Wolf barked an order and two warriors dismounted and came forward. They pushed the dead horse until it toppled over the edge of the trail. Duncan dragged Broken Nose, who groaned and lay limp. He dragged him, threw him over the edge, and watched as he hit the rocks more than a hundred feet down the steep slope. Then he picked up his rifle, turned, and walked away. The Apaches followed him to the wide bench and Running Wolf said, “We are leaving this place. I will tell his followers what he has done and how he died in combat, but they may still come after you for revenge.” Duncan shrugged and said, “If that is what they want then so be it. I do not wish to see you again, my brother.” Running Wolf extended his hand and, as Duncan gripped it, he replied, “Neither do I wish to see you, brother. It might be when we are old and the People and the white man stop fighting, we can meet again.” Night Walker said, “I too will look forward to that day, Dunk.”
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            Escape

          

        

      

    

    
      The Apaches rode away without a backward glance and Duncan quickly cut the bonds of the captives with his knife. It was only when he cut the bonds of the youngsters that he realized one was a young lad, but the other was a young woman. She told him, “We owe our lives to you, Mister.” But Duncan swung into his saddle and said, “The name is Duncan and there’s no time to waste. The village is hardly four miles from here and, once the dead man’s followers hear of his death, they will come running.” He rode down the trail and the others followed him. They rode slowly down the narrow trail, because a misstep would mean a plunge down the mountainside for more than a hundred feet. Once the trail widened, Duncan increased the speed but slowed down after a mile.

      He turned off the trail and said over his shoulder, “Follow me but watch where your horse steps.” One of the cowboys remarked, “You’re making your own trail. I reckon you know where you’re going.” Duncan rode at an angle down the mountainside, and after a while he glanced back and said, “We’re coming to a steep slope, but it’s only a drop of twenty feet and doable. Pull back on the reins and let your horse slide down on its haunches.” He didn’t wait for questions but started down again. He was the first to go down the steep slope and the others followed him. It was obvious that even the young boy and the young woman were expert riders because they came down the slide without any trouble.

      From there the mountain evened out a bit and the rest of the way down was a more or less gentle slope. They made good time, and when they hit the foothills, the young woman caught up with Duncan and said, “We’re from the Rocking N Ranch about ten miles out of Tucson.” Duncan told her, “I’m headed to Tucson so I’ll take you there. We’ll have to keep off the main trails in case those Apaches follow us.” He stared at her for a moment and thought that she looked beautiful even though her face was dusty and dirty. He asked her, “When were you taken? It’s more than a hundred miles from here to Tucson.” She sighed and said, “I think it was about three days ago. They rode fast and killed three horses, but they had taken some horses from the ranch so they just kept going.” Duncan nodded and said, “That’s always their way. They had to outrun any pursuit and they’ll run their horses into the ground. If they don’t have extra horses then they just run — and the Apache can run for many miles without tiring.”

      They came to a long butte that had trees growing at the base and at the top. Duncan led the way up the butte following a sliver of a trail. It was tough going for the horses because they were tired and ready to drop. Halfway up he swung down from his saddle and said, “We’d better lead the horses from here or they won’t make it. The climb is a bit steep now.” He told the cowboys, “Tie all the horses together with a lead rope and one of you lead them up while the other pushes them from the rear.” He told the young woman, “You can ride my horse. He’s still fresh and he’ll make it.” She came up to him and said, “My name is Camila and I can walk.” He studied her for a moment and then said brusquely, “Mount up! You’re no use to anyone if you collapse, and you’re halfway there already.”

      A slight flush stained her olive-skinned cheeks and she said shortly, “You’re rude.” Duncan’s tone softened as he said, “I apologize. I don’t mean to be rude, but we’re traveling through dangerous country and you need to be fit if you want to survive.” She stared at him for a moment longer and then swung astride the horse while he led the way. He stopped in the middle of a copse of ironwood and Palo Verde trees. Camila dismounted, stumbled, and almost fell but Duncan caught her and said, “Sit down under that tree while I get some coffee going. You’ll be all right after a rest.” He removed his saddle and saddlebags just as the others came up. He handed the reins of his horse to a cowboy and said, “Reckon I better get to know your names.” The cowboy was lean, tall, and broad-shouldered with a square jaw and a broad flat nose. He said, “I’m Buck Miller and this here is Tad Johnson.” Tad Johnson was of medium height, almost as broad as he was tall, with bulging biceps and a deep chest. He was tough-looking with a square face but had soft brown eyes. Buck pointed to the youngster and said, “Daniel Nichols, the boss’ son, and you’ve met Camila, the boss’ daughter.”

      Duncan told him, “Take the horses over the ridge and you’ll find flat land with scrub grass. There’s a tiny stream running through it with some cottonwood nearby. Let the horses drink and tether them with a long lead rope so they can graze and roll if they want to.” Buck said, “Come along, Tad. You can help me unsaddle them.” Daniel started after them, but Buck told him, “You rest up while you can, kid. It’s a long haul to the ranch from here.” Duncan took a kettle and went ten feet to the left. He came back, built a small fire under the trees, and put the kettle on for coffee. Camila had been watching him and now she asked, “There’s water over there?” Duncan looked up and said, “Yeah, a small spring but the water is sweet. You rest up a bit and then you can wash and clean up a mite before we move on.”

      She removed her hat and shook out her hair, saying, “I know I must look a fright and I feel so dirty.” He looked at her frankly and said, “You look all right. Although we could all use a nice long bath.” He saw that she had long black hair that had been pinned up under the hat. She had olive skin, with a heart-shaped face and dark eyes. He began slicing bacon into a pan and kneading dough to make pan-fried bread. Camila got up and took the bowl from him. “I can sit and rest and make you tortillas at the same time,” she said. He removed a big slab of venison from his saddlebag and began cutting steaks into a pan and sprinkling salt over them. By the time the coffee was done, he had the bacon frying and Camila pressed and patted out flatbread to fry with the bacon. She told him, “You do the steaks and I’ll take care of this.”

      The cowboys had come up and Buck started building a fire. He told Duncan, “I’ll fry the steaks.” Duncan handed him the pan and said, “Tad, you keep a sharp lookout for smoke, dust, or movement. You see anything, you come get me.” Camila looked up and asked him, “Where are you going?” He saw the worried look in her eyes and for the first time she saw him smile as he said, “Just over the ridge to wash up and change into some clean clothes. You haven’t bathed in three or four days but I haven’t in ten days.” He pulled out some clean clothes and said, “You can come with me, Daniel, and wash up. Then we’ll stand guard while Buck and Tad do the same.”

      They left and Buck remarked, “I reckon we owe that man our lives. I figured for sure that we were done for and I cursed myself for not making sure that Camila and Daniel escaped.” Tad said, “Yeah, but it was mainly my fault. I reckon I should have opened fire earlier, but Daniel was in the line of fire so I hesitated.” Camila said, “Stop blaming yourselves. When we heard the gunfire from the ranch, Buck told us to ride like the wind to the neighbors, but instead I rode to the ranch.” She sighed and said, “I was so worried about my father and mother.” Tad said, “The rest of the boys must have come running because I counted seven wounded Apaches. I’d say they gave a good account of themselves and sent the Apaches packing. It was unfortunate that we ran into them as they were escaping.”

      Camila finished frying the flatbread and said, “When he came around that bend, he looked more Apache than white man.” Buck remarked, “Takes a special kind of man to hunt the Apaches on their home ground. How he did it I don’t know, but I reckon he maybe grew up with the Apaches.” Tad nodded and said, “Yeah, I caught some of the talk and he called the man he killed the Desert Fox, but he also called him Broken Nose. The second Indian, the one who refused to let that short devil torture us, is called Running Wolf and he seemed to know Duncan.” Camila said, “But at the end there they spoke in English and Running Wolf called him brother. He also said that the dead man’s followers would hunt us down.” Tad remarked, “He spoke mighty good English.” Camila said, almost to herself, “I don’t think he was going to Tucson. I think he just wants to make sure that we get back safely to the ranch.” After a while she said, “He knows this place. He got water from a spring back there to make the coffee.”

      Duncan and Daniel came over the ridge looking clean and fresh. Duncan was dressed in clean clothes and wearing boots. He was carrying his moccasins folded up with his dirty clothes. Buck looked up and asked, “Now where did you find a pair of boots?” Duncan shrugged and replied, “Hid it up a tree when I went hunting. I hunt best in moccasins.” Tad stood up and said, “Well, you set and eat while we go wash up.” Duncan asked Camila, “You ate?” She shook her head and replied, “I must clean up first. I feel so terrible.” He pointed to the left and said, “Go ahead. See that tree with the slash across the trunk? Turn to the right there and walk fifteen feet. You’ll see the spring falling from the rock and there’s a small pool formed under it.” He rummaged in his saddlebag and came up with a clean towel. He handed it to her and said dryly, “That’s the best I can do. I forgot to bring along some women’s outfits.” She smiled sweetly and told him, “I didn’t know that you usually carried some with you. Most men don’t know anything about women’s sizes, but maybe you do?”

      She walked off before he could think of a suitable answer and he just shook his head. Daniel remarked, “You got to watch her. She’s got a sharp tongue and a smart brain.” Duncan dished up some food and began to eat hungrily. Daniel also ate, but by the time he had finished one plate, Duncan had finished two. He wiped his plate clean and looked up to see Daniel staring at him in fascination. “Something wrong?” he asked. Daniel shook his head and replied, “Nothing wrong. I was just wondering how you managed to eat so much so fast.” Duncan had been keeping an eye on the countryside even as he ate, and now he suddenly removed the kettle and threw sand to put out the fire. He threw enough sand so that the fire was completely out and there was no smoke. He told Daniel, “Crawl up to the ridge and tell Buck and Tad not to skyline themselves when they come back, but tell them to get here right now.” Daniel stood up and Duncan said sharply, “Daniel! Crawl! Don’t stand and skyline yourself. There’s Apaches out there.”
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      Duncan had seen dust in the distance to the left, and now he watched as the dust came closer. He figured maybe five or six riders, and they were riding fast. Suddenly, he saw dust to the right and he swore softly — looked to be another five or six raising that dust as well. Buck and Tad came up and Duncan pointed and said, “Either that dust is someone looking for you, or the Apaches are making a sweep trying to catch us in the center. I figure five or six in each group, and the group on the left can’t be people looking for you — wrong direction.” Camila came up and knelt down by Duncan’s side and asked, “Apaches?” They could make out the riders now and Duncan replied, “No doubt about it now.” Tad was counting and he said, “You’re right — there’s six in each group.”

      Duncan said, “You two boys pack up and saddle the horses. Make it fast because we need to get out of here right now.” Buck asked him, “You want me to bring the horses down here?” But Duncan shook his head and said, “Uh-uh! We’re going the other way. You got five minutes and then I’m coming over that ridge. Camila, you and Daniel make your way over the ridge — crawl, don’t walk, or you’ll skyline yourself.” She didn’t argue, but just pressed his arm and left. He held his Winchester in his hands and watched the Apaches. The two groups had met up and he could see them talking and arguing amongst themselves with a lot of hand gestures. They were about four hundred yards away and he waited patiently to see their next move.

      Suddenly, they split up again and the two groups started riding at an angle in the direction of the butte. The direction they were taking would bring each group to opposite ends of the butte. He figured they would then start to sweep the butte from both ends and meet in the middle. He turned around and scuttled toward the ridge, grabbing his saddlebags as he went. Buck must have taken his saddle because it wasn’t where he had left it. He snaked his way over the ridge and only stood up when he knew he couldn’t be seen. He ran to his horse, slung the saddlebags behind the saddle, and mounted up. The others were already mounted and waiting for him. He reined his horse around and said, “Follow me!”

      They rode at a trot to the far end of the flat space, and then Duncan held up his hand and they stopped. He turned in the saddle and said, “You got to take it slow going down here until we’re about halfway. This is an old trail but it’s overgrown, and you got to watch out for loose stones and rocks. Camila will follow me, then Tad, Daniel, and Buck will bring up the rear. Keep a loose hand on the reins and let the horses pick their way down.” He turned without waiting for any comments and put his horse down the trail. The dun took the trail gingerly at first but then moved with more confidence. He got to thirty feet down from the top and glanced back. He was pleased to see that Camila sat easily in the saddle, concentrating on the trail, mostly guiding her horse with her knees. ‘She’s a superb rider,’ he told himself. ‘Come to think of it, she was mighty calm even after her brush with death.’ Camila suddenly looked up and saw him staring at her. She gave him a questioning look but he shook his head and said softly, “Another fifty feet and then the trail will be easier.”

      They made it to the bottom and Duncan told them, “They were riding to the ends of the butte, so I reckon they plan to make a sweep and meet up in the middle. But they just might ride straight around and come up here, so let’s make tracks.” He took them in a straight line at a canter for two miles and then cut left and rode for another two miles. He pulled up at a smaller butte than the previous one and said, “There’s only one way to the top, and from there we’ll have an excellent field of fire for four hundred yards in all directions. We make our stand here.” The butte looked steep and rocky and Buck said, “Don’t look like a horse can make it up there.” Duncan started up the slope and Camila followed him without saying anything. Buck looked at Tad and said, “I reckon he knows what he’s doing.” Tad said dryly, “Sure, what could go wrong. If we make a mistake we only got to fall maybe fifty feet.”

      He led them along a barely seen trail that meandered and at times almost doubled back. He rode without any hesitation and Camila wondered at times how he could see a trail when she could see none. But she was beginning to trust this huge man completely and she followed him without hesitation. They reached the top and Duncan started moving boulders to the rim. Buck, Tad, and Daniel joined him and Buck asked, “You want these all around the rim?” Duncan rolled a boulder into place and stood up. He pointed to four spots and said, “Just put something there that will provide cover for one person.” He patted the boulder that he had moved to a point just above the trail they had ascended and said, “I want at least four or five big ones around here. Now come with me.” He ran across to the other side and said, “This is the trail on this side. Place another four or five big boulders here. These two trails are the only way up or down this butte. A good climber with ropes can maybe ascend from some other spot, but I doubt it.”

      Buck looked down and said, “Trail? I don’t see no trail.” Duncan told him, “Trust me, it’s there.” Daniel asked him, “Why so many boulders above the trail?” It was Buck who answered and said, “If the Apaches come up, we roll the boulders down on them.” Tad added, “Good thinking, seeing as how only Duncan has a rifle and revolver.” They worked together and pushed and rolled boulders into position. Duncan was staring into the distance and Camila asked him, “What are you worrying about?” He looked at her and said, “There are twelve Apaches out there right now and none of you are armed. The horses are still too exhausted to make a run for it.” He sighed and said, “I reckon I’m looking for a miracle.” Buck came up and said, “We could have tried to wipe out our tracks.” But Duncan told him, “These are Apaches, so it ain’t worth wasting the time. To wipe out tracks to fool them takes time. One person alone can do it, but to wipe out the tracks of five people in a short time is almost impossible.”

      Camila said, “You would have made it on your own, but now you’re in danger because you helped us to escape.” He stared at her for a moment but then said, “Right now it’s turning dark, so everyone catch up on your sleep. The horses will have a full night to recover and maybe we can make a run for it tomorrow.” He stripped the saddle from his horse and put it on a long lead to graze where there was some scrub grass. He took out a small axe and told Daniel, “Cut down some branches with a lot of leaves from that hackberry tree for the horses to eat.” He poured some water in his hat and let his horse drink. He told the others, “Go easy on the water. There’s water about five miles from here, but nothing before that.” He spread his groundsheet under a tree and made up a bed. He called Camila and said, “You sleep here.” Buck asked him, “How about some coffee?” But Duncan replied, “No fire. It’s dark down below so they won’t be able to track us tonight, but a fire up here will be a beacon to guide them.”

      The others cleared spaces as best they could to sleep, but Duncan removed his boots and pulled on his moccasins. He took off his hat, handed his rifle to Buck, and said, “One person on guard at all times. Buck, you divide the hours between the three of you and keep watch on all sides.” Camila asked him, “Where are you going, Duncan?” He told her, “Gonna try to whittle down the numbers if I can.” She stared at him for a long moment and then said, “We’ll never be able to repay you for saving us.” He shrugged and said, “Ain’t saved you yet, but I’m gonna try.”

      He started down the trail and the others watched him until he disappeared into the darkness below. Tad said, “He moves with the surefootedness of a mountain goat.” Buck said, “Or a mountain lion. That there is a dangerous man.” Daniel asked, “You think he has a chance going up against those Apaches by himself?” Buck considered the question seriously for a moment and then replied, “Normally I would say that it’s impossible — there’s twelve Apaches out there and they’re followers of the Desert Fox. But he did take them on in their stronghold and he’s still alive, so I reckon if anyone can do it, he can.” Tad said, “He said he’s going to whittle down the numbers, so I reckon he’s going to try to take out a few of them.”
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      Duncan ran easily in his moccasins in a loping run that he could keep up for a long time without getting exhausted – and for a big man he was light on his feet. Duncan knew the Apaches would have found their tracks before it got dark, so he ran back along the way he had come. He ran to the spot where he had made the turn-off because there were a few trees there, and if the Apaches had made it that far, then they would have camped there for the night. He slowed down when he neared the trees and tested the wind – it was blowing toward him so the horses of the Apaches would not smell him.

      Like a wraith in the night he drifted between the trees. The moccasins enabled him to feel the ground beneath for sticks or small stones before he rested his weight on his feet. He saw the horses tied to the trees and he counted twelve. He edged closer and whispered softly and soothingly to the animals to keep them from betraying his presence. He had always had a connection with horses and he could calm them. He patted their manes and rubbed their noses so they could get his smell and relax. Ten feet away the Apaches lay sprawled on the ground, fast asleep, with the glowing embers of a fire nearby.

      Duncan didn’t bother to untie the horses. He just cut the ropes and then tied all the horses together on a single lead, keeping one horse free for him to ride. He gripped the horse’s mane in one hand, and in a smooth, agile move he sprang onto its back. He drew his Colt, selected his targets, and then opened fire. The first bullet killed an Apache in his sleep, but in a flash the rest of them were up and running. Their only mistake was that they instinctively ran toward the horses before they figured out where the shots were coming from. That mistake cost them the lives of three more of their comrades before they scattered in all directions.

      Duncan wasn’t a man to waste time on the impossible, and trying to nail a few more Apaches once they scattered was just that – a waste of time. The second the Apaches scattered he turned his horse and, holding the lead rope of the other horses, he took off at a gallop. He was a hundred feet away in five seconds when he saw the first arrow land about ten feet to his right. In another five seconds he was at two hundred feet and he heard the rifle shots but no bullet came near him. He went over the crest of a low slope and slowed down to a mile-eating trot. He knew the Apaches could pursue him on foot as they were great runners – he had learned how to run long distances from them. But he also knew that they weren’t about to chase an armed man in the dark.

      After two miles he slowed the horses down to a walk to rest them because they were of no use to him if they were exhausted. He reached the butte, looked up and shouted, “This is Duncan!” After a moment a voice replied, “This is Buck! Looks like you got a lot of horses with you.” Duncan said, “Pack up and come down here. Make it fast!” After five minutes he saw them riding down the slope with Buck in the lead. He had already dismounted and tied his horse to the lead rope when they reached the desert floor. Buck handed him his rifle and the reins of his horse and Duncan swung into his saddle. “We’ll ride for ten miles,” he said. “After that we’ll switch saddles to the Indian ponies and keep going.” He started out and said over his shoulder, “I hope you got some sleep because it’s gonna be a long night.”

      When dawn broke they had covered thirty miles and the flat land had changed to a sky island range. Duncan led them up the slope of a hill that had scattered shrubs, oak and pine trees. He drew up in the middle of a copse and swung down from his saddle. He told Buck, “Light a fire and put on some coffee. There should be some venison and bacon left in my saddlebags with some flour. We’ll rest up here until evening.” He scaled a pine tree and broke off two leafy boughs. He tied them together with a bit of rope and tied the boughs to the saddle on an Indian pony. Camila asked him, “You’re going to wipe out our tracks?” He replied, “I’m going to try. On my way back I’ll trail these boughs behind the horse as I ride. It won’t fool them for long, but it will at least delay them a bit.” She said, “But they don’t have horses now, so they can’t catch up with us.” He shook his head and told her, “An Apache is a great distance runner. He can run for a whole day and catch up with a horse. I’m hoping I can delay them by wiping out most of the tracks, but that will depend if the wind picks up soon.”

      He took his rifle, swung into the saddle and said, “You eat and rest up, girl. I’ll be back.” He rode away and Camila stood watching him until he disappeared around a grove of trees. Buck had a fire going with the kettle on for coffee. He rummaged in Duncan’s saddlebags and brought out a hunk of venison, a slab of bacon, and a small sack of flour. He stared at it for a moment and then told Camila, “We’re going to need some fresh meat. Even with the extra horses I reckon it’ll take us two to three days to reach the ranch, and I don’t think there’s any settlement before that.” Camila looked at the supplies and said, “Use up the venison today. Save the bacon and flour for later.”

      The venison was cooked and they had eaten but still there was no sign of Duncan. Camila looked worried and remarked, “I hope he didn’t run into more Apaches.” But Tad told her, “I don’t think that man just runs into anything. He ain’t the type.” Buck said, “Yeah. He reminds me of those old mountain men, always aware of their surroundings with a sixth sense that warns them of danger.” Camila told them, “The rest of you go to sleep. I’m too restless to sleep now so I’ll keep watch.” They stretched out and soon fell asleep out of exhaustion. Camila kept a watch on the land below, but she was praying to see the big man come riding back safely.

      An hour later she was still watching but now her anxiety was increasing because there was no sign of Duncan. Some time back she thought she heard the sound of a gunshot but it wasn’t repeated and it sounded far off, so she wasn’t sure if it was a gunshot. Now she was worrying if that was gunfire and Duncan had been shot. Suddenly his deep voice said from behind her, “You should be sleeping, girl.” She spun around and saw him walking his horse across the slope a few feet behind her. She jumped up and ran to him as he dismounted. “You’re safe!” she cried. “I heard what sounded like a gunshot and I was worried…” She stopped suddenly as she realized that she was gripping his arm.

      She dropped her hand and stepped back. Duncan told her, “You’ve got sharp ears. That was me killing a deer.” He took a big bundle from the back of his saddle and said, “Let’s go broil some venison.” She looked up the mountain and asked, “You came from the other side?” He shook his head and replied, “No, I went up by another trail some distance down searching for meat. I had to go higher before I found some deer so I cut across the face of the mountain instead of going down and then coming up this trail. There’s no trail across so I had to find my way and that took time.” He hefted the big bundle and said, “I butchered it right there, cut out the choice parts and wrapped them in the hide.” She hustled past him and said, “I’ll get the fire going and fry your steak – I kept one for you. I saved the bacon and flour for later. The venison would spoil so I used what was left today.”

      He dropped the bundle by the fire and sank down on the ground. She looked at him and saw his exhaustion. She picked up the kettle from the coals of the fire and poured a mug of coffee. She gave it to him and said, “Drink this and I’ll get that steak ready in no time. You’re exhausted, so you’re going to sleep after you eat.” He was exhausted, but the scalding hot coffee revived him, and after a while he said, “I’ll sleep after I smoke the meat. If it ain’t smoked it will spoil in no time in this heat.” She had the steak in the pan and she glanced at him and said, “I know that. You go to sleep and I’ll see to it. You did say that we were staying here for the day, so I’ll sleep after that.” He pulled off his moccasins, folded them neatly, and kept them by his boots. He stood up and went to his bedroll. He picked a spot under two trees that would provide shade throughout the day and spread out his bed there.

      He came back to the fire and she served him the steak. “Eat,” she told him. “Then go to sleep.” He started wolfing down his food as he realized that he was hungry and she watched him for a while. Then she opened the bundle and told him, “Give me your knife.” He handed her his Bowie and she cut a thick steak of venison. She salted it and placed it on the pan. He looked up and asked her, “You didn’t eat?” She shook her head and replied, “I ate. This is for you. That small steak won’t do – not the way you’re eating.” While the steak was frying she refilled his mug and he said, “You sure know what a man wants.” She gave him a frank look and said, “My mother is Mexican and we know how to look after our men.” Then she realized how it sounded and stammered, “I…I…I didn’t mean that you’re my man. It was just…” He swallowed a mouthful of steak, took a gulp of coffee, and said matter-of-factly, “Any man would be lucky to have you.” She stared at him for a moment as he ate, but looked away when he raised his head.

      She served him the steak and then began taking out the venison to smoke the meat. She started to build another fire under trees that grew close together, making a canopy at the top. He watched her approvingly, knowing she chose that spot to let the smoke dissipate through the leafy canopy above. No Apache was going to see the smoke from that fire. He finished eating, drank the rest of the coffee and then cut some green boughs and squatted by her side. She was salting the meat and he began to dig a shallow pit. She stopped him and said, “Wait a bit, Buck had a small shovel in his saddlebags and the Apache didn’t take that.”

      She came back with the shovel and some rawhide strips and in no time he had dug a long shallow pit and built a large fire in it. He cut a long strip from the hide and strung it over the fire pit. Together they began tying the meat with the rawhide to the strip of hide. Duncan placed the green boughs of pine over the fire and immediately smoke began to rise. He cut two more strips from the hide and they hung all the meat over the fire to smoke. He sat back and she said, “You were supposed to go to sleep. Go now, your bed is ready.” He shook his head and told her, “I’m all right now after eating. I’ll wash up a bit and tend to the smoking before I sleep. That bed is for you so go and sleep. I promise I’ll wake up Buck or Tad to take over the smoking and I’ll sleep.”
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      A brief, strong wind swept through the land as Duncan lay sleeping, wiping out all signs of the faint brush marks that were left after Duncan had erased their tracks. Duncan slept for four straight hours, and Camila ensured that no one in the camp made any noise to disturb his rest. She herself had only three hours of sleep, but she wasn’t tired, and she supervised the cleaning of the hide. She was preparing fresh steaks for the evening meal, and the smell of the frying meat finally awakened Duncan. He sat up and looked at the sky before pulling on his boots. He came to the fire and said, “We leave as soon as everyone has eaten.” Camila asked him, “You slept well?” He smiled and told her, “I did, although I heard you tell everyone not to make any noise.” She stared at him for a moment and then asked, “Are you always this alert?” He shrugged and replied, “It’s a good way to stay alive.”

      He went to the tiny stream to freshen up, and when he came back he told Tad, “Make sure that all the canteens are filled before we leave. The route we’ll be taking to Tucson does not have much water.” He thought for a moment and then asked, “Where exactly is this ranch from Tucson?” Buck replied, “Ten miles southwest of Tucson, and that’s the boundary line.” Duncan nodded and said, “Good. Then this route will take us directly to the ranch, and we won’t have to go to Tucson. We should be able to make it by tomorrow evening.” Tad told him, “I figured it would take us another two to three days.” But Duncan shook his head and said, “We ain’t going by the usual trail. This here is a shortcut, but as I said, you won’t find any water along this route.”

      They ate their fill of venison steak, let the horses drink their fill of water after filling the canteens, and then rode down the mountain. Duncan led the way, and he followed the foothills of the mountain for two miles before turning off in a northwest direction. The country was rough, more desert than semi-desert, with mainly saguaro dotting the land with, here and there, a few willows near dry washes. Duncan rode in a straight line, using a distant mountain peak as a guide. They made good time except for places where the horses had to pick their way through boulders and giant saguaro.

      They had ridden for three hours when Buck remarked, “This ain’t a hardly used trail because I don’t see any trail.” Duncan said, “I never called it a trail. I said it would take us directly to the ranch.” Tad said, “Be a bad place to be stranded without water.” Duncan told him, “You can always live off the desert if you know how to find food and water. If it rains, you’ll find water in those dry washes for at least two days. Not on the surface, but if you dig to a depth of three to four feet, water will gradually seep into the pit.” Daniel asked, “And if it does not rain?” Duncan pointed to the saguaro and said, “They store a lot of water, and you can squeeze it out of the pulp. Just make sure to boil the water before you try to drink it.” Camila asked him, “It’s not poisonous?” Duncan told her, “No, but I suppose it contains things that can make a white man really sick. But if you boil it, then you can safely drink it.” He paused and then remarked, “Although I’ve never seen an Apache fall sick after drinking it.”

      Camila asked him, “And what would you do for food?” He smiled and told her, “It’s all around you wherever you go in the desert – the prickly pear, the Agave, the Palo Verde, and even the mesquite. If you want meat, you can find bighorn sheep in the mountains, and then there are the javelinas. If you can’t find those, there’s always the lizards and snakes.” Camila shuddered and asked, “You can eat lizards and snakes?” Duncan told her, “Believe me, when you’re starving you’ll eat anything. But you only have to make sure that what you eat ain’t poisonous.” She was curious, and she asked him, “You’ve lived off the desert?” He shrugged and told her, “It’s how I was able to track Broken Nose to his village. You can’t take on the Apache in his home ground if you don’t know how to live off the desert.” Camila said, “After we get to the ranch and you’ve rested up, you must tell me about this Broken Nose and how those Apaches knew you. I do not think they would have let us go if they hadn’t known and respected you. Not even after you killed Broken Nose.”

      His face became grim as he said, “It’s a long story, but when I was away at war, Broken Nose attacked my family’s ranch and killed my parents and my sister. My father was very sick, and he was bedridden when Broken Nose killed him. If Pa wasn’t sick, they could never have done it.” Camila was contrite, and she said, “I apologize for bringing up such sad memories.” But Duncan told her, “Don’t be. After we get to the ranch I will tell you the story—if you’re still interested to know it.” She looked him in the eye and said, “I will always be interested.” He stared at her and said, “I could not bear to stay at the ranch, and so I sold it. Now I’m just a man with a horse and a gun—and a man like that is not fit for a girl like you.” She suddenly smiled happily and said, “And we will talk about that later.” His eyes widened for a moment, and then he smiled.

      They were nearing the ranch in the early part of the morning when they saw a group of five riders approaching them at a gallop. The riders pulled up in a flurry of dust, and the man in the lead exclaimed, “Camila! Daniel! Your Pa sent search parties everywhere, but we could find no trace of where the Apaches had taken you. There is mourning on the ranch, as the Marshal in Tucson has also given up the search.” Buck told Tad dryly, “Obviously, no one is mourning our disappearance.” The man in the lead was in his forties, a big-made man with angular features who looked every bit the typical cowboy. He smiled and told Buck, “I don’t know about the mourning part, Buck, but you were definitely missed at the dinner table. The consumption of food on the ranch has gone down by half!”

      Camila said, “This is the man who rescued us. Duncan, this is Walt, the Segundo of the Rocking N.” Walt stared at Duncan for a long moment, taking in his bronzed skin and the moccasins he happened to be wearing, and asked with a wry grin, “You sure he ain’t one of them Apaches?” Camila smiled and replied, “He had gone scouting before dawn to make sure that the Apaches weren’t waiting in ambush near the ranch.” Walt said, “I’m a fool to keep talking when it’s obvious that you folk are tired. Let’s go to the house. Your Ma and Pa are gonna celebrate today.”

      A cowboy raced ahead to spread the news, and when they reached the ranch house, all the ranch hands were standing in a welcoming line to greet them. A big-made, florid-faced man in his forties, broad of girth but with bulging biceps, came down the steps with a dark-haired, dark-eyed Mexican lady in her late thirties. One look at her beauty was enough to tell Duncan that this was Camila’s mother. Daniel took after his father. Camila and Daniel dismounted and ran to their parents. After hugs and tears of joy, Camila pointed to Duncan and said, “This is Duncan, the man who rescued us. If not for him, we wouldn’t be standing here today.” Buck and Tad said, “Amen to that!” Camila said, “Duncan, meet my parents, Jason and Sofia Nichols.”

      Duncan swung down from his saddle, raised his hat to Sofia and said, “Ma’am. It’s easy to see where your daughter got her beauty from.” Jason gripped Duncan’s hand, clapped him on the shoulder and said, “Son, if ever you need anything you just got to ask. We’re in your debt, and it’s a debt we can never repay.” Sofia caught hold of his other hand and said, “Yes, how can we ever repay you? You brought back our children when everyone had given up hope. I have been in mourning for the past week with dark clouds hanging over our heads. Now the clouds are gone, the sun is shining, and my heart is filled with joy. I can never thank you enough for saving their lives.”

      Duncan’s face turned red even under his bronzed skin, and he looked around and fidgeted uncomfortably, muttering, “It was nothing…you folks don’t owe me anything…” Camila came up to rescue him and said, “Ma, Duncan feels uncomfortable with praise and thanks. What he really needs—what we all need right now—is a long, hot bath and a splendid meal that we haven’t cooked ourselves.” Sofia said, “Of course, of course! What am I thinking of! As soon as we heard, everything has been prepared. The water is hot for your baths. Buck, Tad, take Duncan to the bunkhouse, and you three come up after you have bathed. The food will be ready by then.”
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      An hour later, Duncan walked into the dining room of the main house with Buck and Tad. The family was already at the table and Sofia got up and said, “Please sit down. Buck, Tad, Camila was just telling us about your ordeal.” She turned to Duncan and said, “Come sit by me, Duncan. There’s so much I want to ask you.” But Camila had already gone to Duncan and she led him by the hand and seated him between herself and Daniel, saying, “You can ask him anything after he eats, Ma.” She paused and then said, “If you think Buck eats a lot, wait until Duncan starts eating. When he eats he concentrates only on his food.” Jason patted his stomach and said complacently, “Nothing wrong with that. A man should always appreciate and enjoy his food.” Sofia glanced at him and said dryly, “But maybe not so much as you do, Jason.” Daniel said softly, “Duncan gave us the little food he had; that’s why he was hungry when he finally killed a deer. He also gave his bedroll for Camila to sleep on.” Duncan said, “Be quiet, kid. I can smell delicious food.” Buck said, “So can I, and I’m ravenous.” A middle-aged Mexican woman came out of the kitchen with platters laden with food. There were beefsteaks, frijoles, tortillas, and a bowl of chilli.

      There was no more talk as everyone started eating. Camila kept loading Duncan’s plate until he finally held her hand and told her, “You keep that up, girl, and I won’t be able to get up from this chair.” He finally sat back with a satisfied sigh and told Camila, “You make delicious tortillas.” Sofia asked him curiously, “How did you know that Camila made those tortillas? She insisted that she make them for you.” Duncan smiled and replied, “She made them on the trail here and I have never tasted such good tortillas in my life.” Sofia said, “We still haven’t heard everything about what happened. We were attacked but our men fought off the Apaches. How did they take the four of you?” Camila said, “It was my fault. I heard the gunfire and knew the house was being attacked. Buck told Daniel and me to make a run for it to the neighbors or to Tucson, but we raced toward the house instead.”

      Daniel said, “That’s when the fleeing Apaches ran into us. They came over the crest of that slope on the southern border and we were surrounded before we knew what was happening.” Camila said, “Buck and Tad were behind us and they could have escaped, but they came up and tried to fight the Apache.” Buck shook his head and said, “There were just too many of them, and when they held a gun to Camila’s head there was nothing we could do.” Tad said, “They had rounded up some of the horses and they tied us up and rode some horses into the ground to make their getaway. In two hours I reckon we were more than twenty miles from the ranch. They had turned off the trail so it’s no wonder you couldn’t track us.”

      Camila said, “We rode for three days through some of the harshest land I’ve ever seen until we came to their mountain stronghold. They gave us hardly anything to eat and very little water to drink. We were weak and exhausted, and even if there was a chance to escape, I don’t think we could have taken it.” She sighed and said, “When I saw that mountain I thought our time had come. Even if you had managed to track us, there was no way you could have fought the Apache on their ground. Besides, I knew we would be dead long before anyone tracked us there.” Daniel said, “Camila was very brave and she never showed the Apache any fear. I reckon that’s why they left us alone on the trail. But even I knew that once they reached their destination then we were done for.” He looked at his father and said, “I only prayed that when my time came I would be able to die like a man and not dishonor you.” Duncan laid his hand on Daniel’s shoulder and said, “I don’t know about before, kid. But on this trail you were a man and you held up your end. I believe, if it had come to that, you would not have dishonored your Pa.”

      Jason said, “I started this ranch twelve years ago and we have always held off the Apache. We have a tough crew of fifteen men—ten of them vaqueros—and every one of them is a fighting man. This was just bad luck or fate or something that was bound to happen at some point, given the odds.” He shook his head slowly and added, “I just never thought that both my children would be taken.” He sighed and then asked, “So how did you meet up with Duncan?” Camila told them what had happened on the mountain when Duncan came around the bend with his rifle in his hand. Buck said, “Even I thought at first that he was another Apache. He was hatless and, with his unruly hair, his bronzed skin and those Apache moccasins, he really looked like a wild man.” Camila glanced at Duncan and said softly, “But a good-looking wild man.” Daniel said scornfully, “Come off it, Camila! You were scared of him when you first saw him.”

      Camila laughed and said, “Yes, you are right, Mijo, but he looked so fierce when he was facing that Broken Nose.” Jason looked confused and he said, “Broken Nose? I thought that band was led by the Desert Fox. His massive short body is very distinctive and we all saw him.” Buck told him, “Yes, it was the Desert Fox, but Duncan here called him Broken Nose. Duncan knew two others in that band as well, so there’s a story behind that.” Jason asked Duncan, “I would like to hear that story and how you came to be there at the right time to rescue my children. You couldn’t have known that they had been taken by the Apache, so you weren’t there for them.” Camila turned to Duncan and said, “You did say that you would tell me when we reached home. Now would be a good time for that. And I still don’t know your full name.”

      Duncan stared at her for a moment and then said, “Bailey. My name is Duncan Bailey and I come from El Paso.” He was silent for a moment and then said, “I grew up with some of those Apaches in the Franklin and Guadalupe Mountains. Even as a child, Desert Fox was short of stature, and to compensate for it he built up his muscles. Nothing wrong with that, but his muscles made him arrogant and a bully. One day—I would have been nine years old at the time and he would have been around twelve—he started bullying Running Wolf. I was big for my age and strong and I pushed him away and told him to leave Running Wolf alone. He attacked me and I beat him and broke his nose. From that day he was known as Broken Nose but took the name of Desert Fox when he became a warrior.” He sighed and then said, “That was a good name for the man, because he was always as cunning and sly as a fox.”

      Jason said, “But when you grew up everyone went their separate ways.” Duncan nodded and told him, “They shifted their village because the soldiers found them and attacked, after one of their deadly raids in Texas. I joined up and fought during the Civil War and when I came back my family was dead. An old cowboy had survived the attack and he told me that it was Broken Nose who had killed my parents and my sister. He said that my father was very sick at the time and was bedridden. There were only two old cowboys on the ranch because everyone else had gone to fight in the war.” He rubbed his chin and then said, “I couldn’t stay on at the ranch—too many memories, especially of my little sister. I sold out and went hunting for Broken Nose, but the tribe had shifted from place to place over the years and it took me more than a year to trace them to southern Arizona.”

      He looked at Camila and said, “I had finally found their village and was waiting for Broken Nose to return when I saw him with four captives. I had a different plan in mind, but I knew if they reached their village then the captives would die when I killed Broken Nose.” He shrugged and said, “I reckon I had to improvise, but I decided to force a showdown right there only because I recognized Running Wolf and Night Walker. I knew if I challenged the Desert Fox to single combat then those two would support me and make him fight.” Daniel said dryly, “Maybe seeing Camila made him decide to save us.” Duncan swatted him on his back and said, “The truth is that I thought the four captives were two cowboys and two youngsters. The way Camila was dressed, with her hair pinned up under her hat, from that distance I assumed that the Apache had captured two young boys. It was only when I cut their bonds that I realized one was a young girl.”

      Camila gave him a coquettish look and asked softly, “Do you still think that I look like a young boy?” Duncan told her, “No one could mistake you for a boy, Señorita.” Sofia stared at her daughter for a moment and then asked her, “Camila, are you flirting with Duncan?” Camila saw Duncan’s face turn red under his tan and she replied calmly, “Yes, I am, Mother.” Sofia looked at her husband and said, “I told you that she just had to find the right man.” Jason laughed and said, “So John never stood a chance!” Camila said, “That man is a pig. He did actually propose to me one day and I refused him. But he still kept visiting the ranch.” Sofia said, “The man must be in his late thirties—too old for Camila. Now Duncan on the other hand…”

      Duncan looked around with a bewildered expression on his face and Buck laughed and told him, “Don’t worry about it, Duncan. That’s just the way of the Nichols. They make decisions for everyone.” Jason said, “Come on, Buck. You’ll have him thinking that we believe in shotgun weddings.” But Buck said complacently, “Oh, I don’t think you’re gonna need a shotgun, boss. I saw the way he was looking at Camila on the trail and I can tell you that he’s smitten.” Duncan said dryly, “Just in case you folks have forgotten, I’m sitting right here and you’re deciding my destiny.”

      Daniel told him, “That’s just the way of our family, Duncan. We joke and we discuss everything openly, but we don’t mean anything by it.” Camila said, “All right, enough everyone. You’re embarrassing him.” She stood up and said, “Come on, Duncan, we’ll go for a ride. I want to show you the ranch.” Buck and Tad got up and told Sofia, “Thanks for the meal, Ma’am. Reckon we better get back to work now.” Jason told them, “I won’t forget that you two put your lives in danger for my children.” But Buck shook his head and said, “We didn’t do nothing, boss, although we tried. I reckon we all owe our lives to Duncan and that’s something we ain’t going to forget.”
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            Camila and Duncan

          

        

      

    

    
      Camila took Duncan around the Rocking N Ranch range and showed him the stream and springs that made the ranch feasible. Duncan noted the small dams and the spreader dams used to catch the occasional sharp showers of rain. ‘Jason knows his ranching,’ he told himself. But he soon realized that Camila also knew the cattle business as she explained about the alfalfa field that she showed him. “We have around fifty thousand acres, but out here, with the scrub grass, that will only support two thousand head of cattle. So for a long time we had to make our roundup as soon as we reached that number. But Pa planted this field of alfalfa with that channel dug from the stream for irrigation. Now the ranch can sustain four thousand head of cattle, so we don’t have to make forced sales. That one field has made this ranch very profitable.”

      Duncan said, “Alfalfa will do well in this dry climate except that it needs a lot of water. I can understand why your Pa had to stop with just the one field. But in this climate that one field should yield at least eight to ten cuttings a year.” The north boundary of the ranch ended in a small range of rocky hills. Duncan scanned the hills and noted that while they were covered with scrub grass and a few shrubs, he saw a few willow and cottonwood trees near the top.

      He asked Camila, “Anyone look for water up there?” She shrugged and replied, “Pa searched the entire range because of those trees, but he couldn’t even find a spring. He finally decided that there must be some hidden underground source of water that enabled those trees to grow. Pa thinks that the stream that runs across our range may have its source in these hills, but he couldn’t find it.” Duncan was intrigued and he told her, “If you don’t mind, I’d like to take a look up there tomorrow.” She reached out, caught hold of his hand, and said, “Anything that will keep you here, Duncan. I’ll come with you tomorrow.”

      He sighed and told her, “Girl, I ain’t got nothing but my horse and my guns. A girl like you should have someone better than a drifter.” She held his hand in a tight grip and retorted, “A girl like me believes in only marrying someone she loves. My parents know that I will never marry unless I find a man I fall in love with, so they don’t talk about marriage to me. Now, thanks to those Apaches, I’ve found you and I’m in love with you.” He smiled and told her, “Yeah, I reckon we got those Apaches to thank. I suppose from even the worst there is always something good to be had.” She gripped his hand tighter and declared, “So you admit that you love me! That is enough for me and I will wait until you think you can marry me.” He told her wryly, “If you keep squeezing my hand any more, I won’t be able to draw my gun for a month. That’s some grip you’ve got there, girl.” She blushed and released his hand, saying, “I’ve always ridden the range and I can rope and brand cattle as good as any of our men.”

      He told her, “Since we’re talking about marriage, let me say this. I was going to Tucson to find out if there’s any good land up north to be had for a cattle ranch. I wasn’t going to settle in Texas, not only because of the deaths of my family, but also because Texas is under Reconstruction, and an ex-Confederate soldier like me would have a hard time starting a new ranch. I had decided on Kansas or Nebraska, but riding through Arizona made me realize that I love the desert and the mountains. Now maybe I’ll look out for land around here. Because of the Apaches, there ain’t many takers for land here, so I should be able to start a ranch.” She asked him demurely, “And after you start your ranch, Señor?” He put his arm around her and said, “We’ll get married of course, you silly girl.” She leaned toward him and murmured, “Or maybe even before that.” He stared at her for a long moment and then said, “I see I’m going to have to be careful around you. You got a one-track mind.”

      He turned his horse and then said, “But maybe even before that.” She laughed happily and said, “Trust me, Señor. It will be even before that!” He told her, “Your Pa might not want you to marry a drifter from Texas with no prospects.” She said, “That’s because you don’t know my Papi. He’s a man with a strong sense of justice and he knows now that he owes you for saving Daniel and me, so he can never refuse you anything. But that isn’t the only reason, because my father was also a drifter when he met and fell in love with my mother in New Mexico. My mother’s family owns a large ranch in New Mexico, but they also had this land here. When my father married my mother, they deeded this land to him and they came and settled down here.” She looked him in the eye and said solemnly, “You may be a drifter now, but you weren’t always one – and you can never be a man without prospects. You’re just not that kind of man.”

      They rode in silence for a while until she noticed that Duncan’s eyes were never still. He kept scanning the surrounding land and staring into the distance as though searching for something. She asked him, “Where do you want to go now, Duncan?” He told her, “To the place where the Apaches caught you and I want to see the southern boundary.” Camila was a very smart and sharp girl and she said, “You think those Apaches will come back.” He told her, “I didn’t want to worry you before this, but if those followers of Broken Nose are like him, then they’ll be back for revenge. Eventually they will find out where Broken Nose went on his last raid, and then they’ll come here.”

      They were nearing the southern boundary when she pointed to a gentle slope and said, “They came over that crest and took us without warning. That way is the ranch house.” He looked all around and then started quartering the area looking for tracks. He said, “The cattle don’t come here much.” She told him, “The cowboys sometimes drive them here, but only when the feed is less elsewhere, and then they stay and guard the herd. We don’t want the cattle to be here because the Apaches will simply run off with them.” He continued searching the area for tracks and after a while he said, “There are still some tracks left, but they are of the Apaches and you leaving. They left this way, but they didn’t come this way.” He looked around and said, “Let’s go to the boundary.” They were nearing the boundary, but before that Camila saw that Duncan was still bent over the saddle looking for tracks.

      Suddenly Duncan turned his horse slightly and continued at an angle in a southeast direction. He was still looking at the ground, but he was now moving his horse in a fast walk. He pulled up and asked her, “So where exactly is the boundary?” She pointed and said, “Right there where the scrub grass starts to lessen and the real desert takes over.” He nodded and told her, “If you look here where the scrub grass is very sparse you can see the tracks of unshod ponies. They definitely came this way.” He was still looking around and he said, “That butte over there on the left. I think it will offer cover with those boulders, and from the top you should be able to see for quite a distance in all directions.”

      He rubbed his chin as he thought and then said, “When we get back, let’s send a man here to the butte and I’ll ask him to fire a rifle shot into the air. I want to see if we can hear it clearly back at the ranch.” Camila said, “I think the house is about six to seven miles from here, so I doubt if the sound of a rifle can be heard there clearly.” Duncan nodded but said, “That’s true, but the wind direction is towards the ranch, so that should help.” He took a last look around and said, “Let’s head back to the house now.” On the way, Camila again noticed that Duncan was scanning the surroundings and suddenly he pulled up and said, “That mound over there would also make a good lookout point and a rampart can be built on top. This is about three miles from the butte, so a rifle shot will be clearly heard here.” Camila said, “That’s smart, Duncan. A man here would hear the signal and then fire a shot in the air which will definitely be heard at the house because this must be hardly three to four miles away.”

      She stared at him and said, “So you’re sure they will come again.” Duncan told her, “If they’re like their leader they will want revenge. It will not be an open attack. They will try to sneak in and get close to the ranch buildings first before attacking.” Suddenly she said, “I’ve been meaning to ask you – on the mountain, that Apache called you El Soldado. That means The Soldier, so what was that about?” Duncan told her, “My Pa fought in the Texas Revolution and then he fought in the American–Mexican War. When we were young they used to ask me what I would be when I grew up and I always said that I’d be a soldier. So they named me El Soldado because of my father’s history in fighting.”
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