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When an Apache raiding party
showed up, McAllister was grateful for help from an extra gun.
Problem was, the gun belonged to Dan Gruber, the brutal outlaw he
was supposed to be bringing to justice for robbery and murder. And
once the Indian trouble was over, Gruber sure wasn’t going to come
meekly and put his head in the hangman’s noose. The outlaw would move fast, use every dirty trick to stay
alive. But then Rem McAllister was pretty good at staying alive
too...
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Chapter One

 


I’M THE LAST
gun, McAllister thought.
My gun is an extension of me, it’s a part of me
and I’m part of it.

His mood was bitter.

Being what he was had brought him out into
this stinking desert. Being what he was had killed his wife back
there over the years in the dust of a cow-town street. It had
brought him through the weary years to this moment with the sun
soaking the life-moisture from his body, scouring his eyeballs and
making him drive the dun pony on beyond its strength.

All to catch a man.

To catch a living man and take him back so
that he could be hanged by the neck until he was dead.

That was all he had become — a messenger of
death.

He squinted against the glare of the sun
across the arid and endless stretch of barren plain. Somewhere in
front of him, suffering the same hell of thirst, maybe enjoying the
same bitter thoughts, was the man he wanted. The man he would not
turn back without.

When he saw them elongated in the sun-haze,
he thought they were a mirage. They shimmered and danced. They
reached for the sky and trod down through the earth.

But the dun mustang knew what they were, and
his black ears went forward. He smelled their ponies. McAllister
never distrusted a mustang’s instincts. He reached forward for the
Henry repeater and found the stock unbearably hot to the touch. He
heard no sound. They moved in on him like ghosts.

One moment they were uncertain shapes and
the next, with a suddenness that was startling, they were
half-naked savages on ponies, loping out of the heat-haze. Suddenly
so real that he thought he could smell their paint and their bear
grease.

The tired dun danced, enraged by the scent
of his wilder brothers. McAllister held it down with an iron
hand.

There were seven Indians.

They were smallish thick-set men, faces
painted, a feather here and there, wearing white man’s shirts of
all colors faded in the sim. Most of them wore U.S. cavalrymen’s
pants tucked into the knee-high moccasins of the Apache. Some wore
wide-brimmed hats, others sported colored rags around their heads.
Their hair was ragged and long to a man. There wasn’t a woman
there.

So this was trouble.

I’ll let them come to fifty
yards, McAllister thought.
Then I plant lead in one of their
guts.

They halted.

One white man and seven Indians stared at
each other at a distance of two hundred yards.

McAllister picked up the corner of his
bandanna and wiped the sweat from his face.

The Indians started talking together. They
were in no hurry. This was not big game; no more than one white man
foolish enough to be in Apache country on his lonesome and just one
indifferent-looking horse for the taking.

One of the Indian ponies, a paint, jumped
and raised a little dust. Feathers fluttered and the sun glinted
fiercely on the barrels of their rifles.

They nodded to each other
and began to spread out and McAllister thought: This is it.

He levered a round into the breech and the
action made a tiny fragment of sound in the vastness of the
desert.

One of the Indians shouted at him and made a
gesture. McAllister laughed and made an obscene one back. A buck
laughed. Another one gave a shrill cry and kicked his pinto pony
into a run.

The dun shifted uneasily, and McAllister
said: “Steady, boy.” Once the shooting started the experienced
animal would settle down. He was an old hand at this sort of
thing.

One of the braves angled off from the rest
and started an encircling movement that brought him quickly closer.
McAllister watched him out of the corner of his eye. He was a
wizened old man riding a bay Spanish pony with good lines. His
crimson breechclout streamed out behind him.

McAllister wanted to chuckle. The old
bastard would drop on the other side of his horse as soon as
McAllister made a movement. He was in for a surprise.

Another Indian followed the old man, getting
his mount into a flat run.

McAllister waited till the old man was
within fifty yards then turned suddenly in his saddle and rammed
the brass-bound butt of the Henry into his shoulder and fired.

The old man was caught halfway over his
galloping pony’s side. The heavy caliber bullet plucked him off the
back of the horse like a feather coming out of a hen and dumped him
in the sand.

Every Indian in sight went over the side of
his horse at the sound of the shot.

McAllister shot the pinto
pony through the head. The Indian threw himself clear as the animal
went down and landed on his feet, running. McAllister shot
him through the head. He
spun like a falling leaf and lay still, and the first rush was
over.

Five Apache warriors rode off to a safe
distance and stared at McAllister. He made a rude gesture of
derision that was a part of an international language, and they got
his meaning clearly. They yelled back insults at him.

McAllister turned and looked at the Spanish
pony that had belonged to the old man and wished it were his. Some
Mexican caballero was maybe missing it sadly.

Now, he thought, trouble really started.
These boys wouldn’t run with their tails between their legs. These
were men who had left ranches and whole Mexican villages in flames,
who had put women and children to the knife. They had hard stomachs
and an appetite for blood. They knew they were against a dangerous
man now and they in their turn would be doubly dangerous.

As he watched them, he replaced the shots
that he had expended. That done, he dismounted from the dun, led it
to a small hollow in the sand and made it lie down. This called
forth some noisy comments from the watching Indians.

He was no sooner settled alongside his horse
than they kicked their ponies into a gallop and came swooping over
the sand like bright birds. A shrill cry and they lined out along
to the right of him and dropped to the other side of their horses,
so they were lost to his sight. Then one by one they dropped from
their horses into the sand, disappearing as only an Apache could
behind slight rises in the surface of the desert, behind light
clumps of brush.

McAllister grew apprehensive. He liked them
where he could hit them on their horses. Apaches rode and could get
more out of a horse than any white man, but primarily he was a
foot-fighter. A man to belly up through the sand or grass, a man
who flitted from tree to tree and rock to rock. He was a footman
and could run down any horse alive.

McAllister sighted a head-rag and fired.

The man laughed back at him shrilly.

He knew they were working their way around
him. Before long there would be a yell and they would be on him
with their knives. He would get one or maybe two and then his
throat would be cut and he would be lucky to be out of it so
soon.

A buck rose, ran several yards and dropped
before McAllister could hit him. A shot wasted. Another repeated
the action and another shot was wasted.

There’s no god-damned
profit in this, McAllister thought.
I have to get out of here.

He made his decision quickly and acted upon
it. There was no time for anything else. He crawled to the dun,
shoved the Henry away in the saddle sheath and drew his Remington
pistol. He stood astride the prone horse and yelled to it. As it
reared to its feet, the Indians charged.

As the saddle slammed up under his butt, he
fired, missed and clapped home the spurs. The dun jumped and
McAllister rode him at a charging brave who dodged to one side and
also avoided another shot. McAllister turned the dun on a space
that could have been covered by a handkerchief and ran the man
down. Another brave leapt at him, butcher’s knife ready for the
lunge and McAllister pistoled him through the chest.

Then he turned the dun again and raced
toward the Spanish pony. The animal stood head up, watching him,
wary and ready to run. As McAllister came near it turned and tried
to make off but trod on the line that hung from its lower jaw.
Before it could recover itself, McAllister had leaned from the
saddle, grabbed the line and had it on the move.

A brave stood legs wide, aiming his rifle.
He fired and the ball sang viciously past McAllister’s head. He
turned the dun and halted it as the remaining men ran at him.

He heard the sound of a distant shot and one
of them leapt into the air to land on legs of paper. They folded
under him and he died there in the sand with no more than a kick of
those legs. Another distant shot and a ball hummed near.

Then the Indians were running to their
ponies, catching them up and piling aboard. One minute they were
there, a terrible danger to him, and the next they were high
tailing away across the desert. Frightened birds now, caught in a
crossfire.

McAllister sighed.

There was always somebody around to spoil a
good thing.

He dismounted and took from the Spanish pony
what had first caught his eye, the horse’s intestine that the old
Apache had used to carry his water in. He had wound it around the
animal’s neck and the front of his body. The water would be foul to
the human taste, but the dun had more sense and would drink it.
McAllister unwound the gruesome thing, cut its neck and let the
foul water flow into his hat. He held the mouth of the intestine
while he let the dun drink, then clapped his hat on his head and
tied a knot in the intestine and put it back on the bay.

By this time, the man who had fired the
distant shots had come into sight and was headed for McAllister.
His horse came at a tired trot and looked no more tired than the
man.
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Chapter Two

 


MCALLISTER
WAS NOT surprised to see that it was Dan
Gruber.

Who else would have been crazy enough to
risk crossing the desert in the middle of an Apache scare?

He was a big man, as tall as McAllister, but
a little fleshier. He was fair-skinned and the sun and wind had
played hell with his skin. He moved easily and with an animal grace
in spite of his stiffness from long days and nights in the saddle.
He wore a heavy mustache and now the rest of his cheeks and chin
were covered with a week’s growth of hair. He looked like any other
man would look who hadn’t washed and had slept in his clothes for
days. His face had a bitter withdrawn look like a man who had
resigned from mankind.

He halted his sorrel horse and regarded
McAllister without expression.

“It had to be you,” he
said.

“Yeah.” McAllister was mad
at the man, not only for putting him under an obligation, but
because the whole situation was unnecessary.

“I should of let them
savages finish you. Funny how a man reacts. I couldn’t let ’em do
it.”

McAllister said: “I needed you like I needed
a sore head, Gruber.”

“You were a dead
man.”

“Like hell I
was.”

The man looked angrily puzzled. It was
disconcerting to think that he had saved the life of the man who
was hunting him only to find that man totally unappreciative of the
fact. He gazed at the dust of the departing Apaches.

“They haven’t finished with
you,” he said.

McAllister said: “Maybe I ain’t finished
with them.” He eased himself in the saddle. “Do we chew the fat all
day or do we get movin’?”

The man said: “I don’t know the way out of
this.”

It was true: the situation had him puzzled.
Did he just ride off? There were the Apaches to think of. He would
feel safer in the company of McAllister. And that was crazy,
because McAllister wanted him hanged. McAllister was grinning
cynically, as if he understood what was going on in Gruber’s
mind.

“There ain’t no way out of
this. You’re my prisoner.”

The man looked aghast.

“I just saved your
life.”

McAllister looked disgusted.

“You couldn’t save my ass
from a wasp sting,” he said.

“You haven’t pulled a gun
on me … or
anything.”

“I don’t need a gun. The
desert and the Indians’ll hold you to me like glue.”

The man regarded him bitterly.

“My God,” he said, “I’ve a
good mind to ride off and leave you to it.”

“Go ahead,” McAllister told
him.

The moving dust that was the Apaches
stopped. McAllister cracked his sweat and dust caked face in a
grin.

“They’re having second
thoughts. Where were you headed, Gruber? Lie if you
want.”

Gruber said: “Crewsville.”

The name of the town brought back memories
to McAllister. That was where he had met his wife.

“Why
Crewsville?”

“I have kin near
there.”

“Ranch folk?”

“Yeah.”

“Brother? Sister?
Cousin?”

“Sister.”

“She proud to have a skunk
for a brother?”

The man took that. He removed his feet from
the stirrup irons and stretched his legs.

“You can’t rile me,
McAllister.”

McAllister lifted the lines and the dun
stepped out. The Spanish pony followed along, cleverly evading a
kick the dun sent in its direction.

Gruber sat on his own horse, staring after
him, tempted to refuse his company and face the desert and what it
held alone. But finally, when McAllister had mounted to the top of
the nearest ridge without looking back, he kicked his horse into a
trot and went after him.

 


They slept among the sagebrush on a wide
sloping valley floor with their horses tied to their wrists. There
were no night alarms although McAllister no more than took catnaps.
Gruber slept the sleep of an exhausted man. McAllister knew that he
wouldn’t try anything in the night or he would probably not have
accompanied McAllister in the first place.

McAllister roused himself finally a short
while before dawn and awoke Gruber gently with the toe of his boot.
The man came out of his blanket with a gun in his hand.

“Trouble?”

“No trouble,” McAllister
whispered back. “Time to tighten cinches and watch the dawn come
up.”

Gruber stood up and rolled his blanket and
tarp.

“Didn’t stir all night,” he
said.

McAllister jerked his thumb over his
shoulder and said: “Somebody had trouble in the night.”

Gruber stared past him and saw the faint
flicker of flame in the growing light of dawn. They stood together
after they had tightened their cinches and tied their blankets on
their cantles and watched it.

“Some rancher,” Gruber
said. “Let’s hope there was no women or children.”

“We’ll know soon
enough.”

The dawn came.

No rush, no shrill cry as a savage charged
in the uncertain light. The sun reared up slowly behind the sierra
and laid its warm fingers on the desert. By the time they had
mounted and were headed west, they were warmed through, though they
still wore their coats.

They couldn’t see the flames now, only the
black smoke pouring from the distant ranch. They both wished they
could step up their pace, but both knew it would kill their horses.
They would have to wait with impatience to see the horror that
might await them.

McAllister looked at his companion and saw
that he did not take his eyes from the smoke. His feelings were
plainly in his face now. The bitterness that had been there had
given way to another emotion.

They trotted their horses, they walked them.
They came to a high ridge and stopped below its summit to carefully
look out over the country. McAllister had to admit in spite of
himself that it was a comfort to have another gun and another pair
of eyes with him. Satisfied that the way was clear, they topped the
rise and went down the other side.

They began to make out the general outline
of the burning building after a couple of hours’ riding. By noon
they were swinging down from the last ridge and going into what was
left of the yard.

It had been a prosperous place. A good-sized
house, most of it of adobe, a barn and good corrals. The rancher
had stacked hay in the barn and that had burned well. The interior
of the adobe house had been set fire to, but the adobe had
resisted.

The rancher and a couple of ranch-hands had
resisted too. Which was a mercy, because that meant that they had
died quickly of a dozen blade cuts each. They were literally hacked
to death. The woman had taken longer to die. She lay in the yard on
top of one of the men, spreadeagled, her battered and bruised body
pitiful.

They sat on their horses and looked, then
turned their heads away. Both were men with strong stomachs, but
neither could stand this sight.

“My God,” Gruber said. “Aw,
my God,” and he sounded like a man weeping.

McAllister stepped from the saddle.

“Find some shovels,” he
said. “And keep your god-damned eyes open. We don’t want to be
jumped again.”

Gruber got down and went into the still
smoking house. He came out a moment later and went into the barn.
From there he brought two shovels. They rolled up their sleeves and
started digging under a couple of aspens that stood some way off
from the house. It was hot hard work because they did right by the
dead and made the graves deep. It was well into the afternoon by
the time they had finished. They couldn’t find any blankets so they
had to carry the corpses with their bare hands and drop them into
the graves. They shoveled the earth straight into their faces, an
act which hurt both men. Then McAllister asked: “You want to say
anything over ’em?”

“Yes,” Gruber told him.
“Lord, we commend these poor souls to your keeping. We beg you’re
merciful with them.”

“Nice words,” McAllister
said without sarcasm and started back toward the still smoldering
house. He got on his horse and rode around the place studying the
ground. Finally he came back to Gruber and said: “Around twelve of
’em. They took all the stock, of course.”

Gruber said: “What do you aim to do
now?”

“Accompany you to
Crewsville. How far?”

“Be there by noon
tomorrow.”

“If that crowbait of yours
stays up.”

“And if the ranch is still
there.”

McAllister nodded grimly.

“That’s a
point.”

They rode.

Two minute specks moved over the face of the
burning desert, two bundles of human emotion and struggle slowly
made their way through an immensity, and they were fastened
together by apprehension as though by chains.

They scouted each ridge with the certainty
that there would be an enemy on the other side; they told each
other that they had looked over the country and that there were no
Indians ahead, both knowing well that the Apache could find cover
where a lizard could. The desert appeared flat and without cover
for man and beast, but it was not. It was covered with folds and
cracks which could hide a man, could hide a whole attacking force.
So the men rode knowing that the night might see them dead. A
lawman and his victim; a man and the man he meant to hang.

They rode the day out and camped under the
shadow of the great sierra among rock, lighting a fire that was all
flame and no smoke, for they both craved hot coffee. They took
turns to watch now, McAllister making a gesture of trust toward a
man whom he knew would kill him if the circumstances were
different. They were both men who carried death with them, but they
both were respectful of the death that awaited both of them in the
desert.

Deliberately, McAllister
arranged it so that his
watch was the one before dawn. It had been too
quiet yesterday, and the Apache were not ones to forgive the
beating they had taken at the hands of one man.

He crouched among the rocks; his old Henry
rifle cradled in his arms. With the light of the false dawn in the
sky, the chill settled into his bones, and he wished for a buffalo
coat. He shivered a little because he was a man who hated cold. Out
there on the plain a coyote howled and was answered by one in the
hills. Another further north took up the cry and another to the
east. He turned and crawled on hands and knees until he found
Gruber.

He heard a gun come to full-cock and knew
that Gruber was awake.

He put his mouth close to the man’s ear and
said: “Saddle the horses.”

“Trouble?”

“The bastardize all around
us.”

Gruber threw off his blanket and quickly
rolled it. They didn’t speak another word. McAllister went back to
watch and heard the other man quietly at the horses.

The false dawn waned, and the night was so
black that McAllister couldn’t see a half-dozen yards.

Gruber crawled up to him.

“McAllister, we ain’t in a
good position here.”

“There’s better,”
McAllister admitted.

“Do we fight or
run?”

“Fight the first rush and
see if they’re on their ponies. If not, I say we run. What’s your
horse like?”

“He don’t look much, but
he’s a stayer.”

“That’s what we need
against Apaches.”

Gruber crawled away.

A few minutes later, the first cold fingers
of dawn showed in the sky.

Their only chance, McAllister knew, was that
the Indians weren’t sure of their exact position. A bare
possibility. Most likely some buck had come in really close during
the night and heard the horses. Or smelled the extinguished fire.
Or heard the men breathing. Or simply smelled white man. There were
a dozen possible ways for an Apache to check on the presence of a
White Eye.

They started the ball sensibly.

They were way above them on the hills and
they simply started shooting down into the camp.

As lead splattered on the rocks around them.
Gruber at once swung around and started shooting back with his
rifle.

“Save your shells,”
McAllister snarled. “You won’t do a damned bit of good.”

In the pale light, Gruber turned a furious
and anxious face to him.

“What in hell can we do? Do
we ride?”

“Wait for the rush, like we
agreed.”

It came ten minutes later and without either
the two white men or their horses having been touched by the rifle
and musket fire. A dozen men appeared in the first light of the sun
on the rocks above and came bounding down as nimbly as goats,
leaping from rock to rock, visible for a moment and then out of
sight the next McAllister snap-shot one and killed him in mid-air.
Then the rush stopped and there were Indians within fifty yards of
them. No great comfort in the thought.

Gruber yelled and started firing toward the
plain.

From out of the ground a line of men
appeared, running, their squat bodies straining with their speed.
The two rifles turned and fired, and the men disappeared. The rush
brought them to within fifty yards.

Gruber laughed unsteadily.

McAllister stared at him and reckoned that
though he was scared he would still do if pushed. The man was a
fighter.

McAllister said: “Let’s ride.” Gruber made a
move. “Hold it. Hit leather fast and make for the plain. Stick
together. One of the horses might get hit.”

Gruber said: “You’re almighty cheering.”

“Now,” McAllister shouted
and jumped to his feet.

They raced to their animals, whipped up the
trailing split reins and rammed their rifles away in their
saddle-boots. Then they piled aboard, turned their horses and
rattled out of the rocks. McAllister’s big dun took the lead and
rode down the first Indian to jump from cover.

McAllister heaved his Remington pistol from
its sheath, found himself out of the rocks and raked home iron. The
big dun stretched out. As the animal leapt a rock, McAllister
glanced back and saw that Gruber was close behind him.

A hand grabbed at his leg, a war club swung
from the opposite side of the horse and McAllister ducked under the
blow, grinding his face into the horse’s hard neck. Something
struck him hard at the base of the spine and nearly had him out of
the saddle. A painted face reared up close and he fired point blank
into it and then suddenly there was nothing but desert in front of
him.

He heard a yell from behind.

Turning, he saw Gruber’s horse go down,
pin-cushioned with arrows. The man came out of the saddle badly in
a long dive, landed heavily on one shoulder and somersaulted.

McAllister brought the dun to a rearing halt
and turned it. He pounded back the way he had come, snapping a shot
at an Indian with a back-bent bow. He missed and the
obsidian-headed arrow hummed viciously past his head. He sent the
dun at the man, but the fellow sidestepped the attack and had
another arrow fitted before McAllister could turn in the saddle and
fire.

A shot came from the ground, the Indian fell
over sideways and Gruber staggered to his feet with a smoking
pistol in his hand.

A man ran at Gruber, firing from the
hip.

McAllister chopped a steady shot at him and
knocked him sideways. He yelled to Gruber to get aboard and quit
flirting around.

Gruber ran to him and McAllister kicked a
foot from his left stirrup iron. Gruber got his foot in the iron
and swung up behind him.

The Spanish pony clattered by, loose, and
McAllister went after it. Once more the fight was left behind, but
he knew that it wouldn’t be for long. He gave the dun a spur and
got on the Spanish pony’s tail.

Over his shoulder, he shouted: “Get in the
saddle.”

Then he saw the three men running on foot,
going faster than the horses. He had heard that such a thing was
true, but it was hard to believe. He spurred the dun alongside the
Spanish horse and knew the dun couldn’t keep the pace for long. He
leaned over and dove for the bay’s black mane, got his hands on it,
felt the dun’s pace slacken and himself being heaved from the
saddle. He tried to get a leg across the bay’s back and failed.
Both feet hit ground, he ran two bounding paces and then jumped
with his own momentum. This time he made the brown sweating back
and forked it tight with his knees.
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