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After a band of bushwhackers tried to
string him up, it seemed that everyone in the Arizona Territory was
out for Clay Taggart’s scalp. Taggart could handle the wealthy
S.O.B. who paid to see him swing and the ruthless backshooters he
hired; he could even dodge the bluecoats who were ordered to gun
him down. It wasn’t until the leader of the Apache warriors who had
saved him turned against Clay that he feared for his life. But the
White Apache wasn’t about to let anyone send him to Boot
Hill.
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Chapter One

Billy Santee liked to kill and
most folks knew it. Not the newcomers to Tucson, of course, who
could never have guessed from his smooth, baby-like features and twinkling
green eyes that he had a cruel streak a mile wide. But most of the
regular residents were all too aware of his habit of resorting to
his six-shooters at the least little provocation. So they gave him
a wide berth when he made his nightly rounds of various saloons and
dance halls.

This night was no exception. Thumbs
hooked in his polished gunbelts, Santee sauntered along the dusty
street, his wide-brimmed black hat pushed jauntily back on his
head. He scoured the street as might a bird of prey, secretly
amused whenever anyone did a double take on seeing him and then
scampered out of his way.

Santee got a thrill out of their
fear. To his way of

thinking the good people of Tucson
were little better than sheep, and he was the lean, hungry wolf who
moved among them as he pleased and did whatever he wanted whenever
he wanted. He liked the feeling of power it gave him.

As Santee strolled into the Lucky
Dollar, shoving the bat-wing doors wide in a grand entrance, he saw
all eyes swing toward him, and he smirked with glee. Spurs
jingling, he ambled to the bar, his smirk widening as several men
scurried to make themselves scarce.

“Howdy, Santee,” the barkeep greeted him. “What’s your
poison? Coffin varnish, as usual?”

“Nothin’ else is fit for a man to drink,” Santee declared,
resting his left forearm on the counter but keeping his right arm
at his side so his hand was close to his holster.

The bartender started to reach for a
bottle on a shelf behind him when a loud snicker and a sarcastic
comment from the end of the bar froze him in place.

“A
man! Is that what you call yourself? Tarnation, you’re not old
enough to put on your britches without help.”

A deathly hush fell abruptly over the
smoky room as all eyes turned toward the speaker, a swarthy man in
grimy clothes, who lifted a glass to his damp mouth and took a
greedy swallow.

“That
will be enough out of you, Simmons,” the bartender said, casting a
nervous glance at the young gunman for emphasis. “You’ve had too
damn much to drink for your own good.”

Simmons chuckled, then wiped
his mouth with his sleeve. “I’ll be the judge of when I’ve had too many,
thank you. And I stand by what I said.” Simmons jerked a thumb at
Santee. “This strutting rooster don’t scare me none, not like he
does all of you.”

Clearing his throat, the
bartender said gruffly, “I’m warning you. If you can’t keep a civil
tongue, I’ll toss you out on your ear.”

“Civil
tongue?” Simmons exploded in hearty laughter. “Are you loco, Will?
Most of those here wouldn’t know how to talk decent if their lives
depended on it.”

“Sometimes they do,” Will said, adding another meaningful
glance at the gunman.

Santee had not spoken or
twitched a muscle. Outwardly he seemed composed and unruffled, but
inwardly he seethed at the public insult. Adopting his trademark
smirk, he sidled down the bar until he stood six feet from
Simmons. “I
have to admire a man who speaks his peace no matter what,
old-timer,” he said pleasantly, “but it sure does puzzle me some
that you’re courtin’ your Maker this way.”

Four men at a card table to the rear
of the drunk promptly rose and moved over against the
wall.

“Hold
on, Santee,” Will said. “I don’t want no trouble in my
place.”

“Too
late to be frettin’ about that,” Santee replied, without taking his
gaze off Simmons.

“Why
waste lead on old Art?” Will persisted. “Everyone knows how he is.
There isn’t a soul in town who takes his word
seriously.”

“I
must be the exception, then.”

The bartender tried another
angle. “The
marshal won’t take kindly to gunplay. It won’t make no difference
to him who you work for.”

“Reckon so, do you?” Santee said, showing his even white
teeth. “Why then, you’d best have someone run along and go fetch
him.”

“You
think I won’t?” Will said boldly. He hopefully scanned his
customers. “Which one of you will it be? You’ll probably find the
marshal over at Ma Evert’s eatery having a late supper.”

No one volunteered.

“What’s gotten into all of you?” Will demanded, exasperated,
although he knew full well why none stepped forward. There wasn’t a
man there willing to tempt fate by angering the gunman.

All this time, Simmons had been
sipping at his drink. In the awkward silence that greeted the
bartender’s
question, he set it down hard, sloshing what little whiskey
remained, and squared his drooping shoulders. Bloodshot eyes
narrowing, he strode around the bar, swaying as he walked. “I can
handle my own affairs,” he announced. “The rest of you cold-footed
bastards don’t owe me a thing.”

“Don’t
pay him no mind,” Will told the listeners. “It’s the liquor
talking. Which one of you will go?”

Faces lined with varying degrees of
shame either looked away or down at the floor.

“Hell!” Will said. “I’ll go myself, then.” Removing his
apron and tossing it on the bar, he hastened out.

Simmons, meanwhile, had halted
in front of Santee and stood glowering at the younger man.
“Liquor or not,
it’s high time someone put you in your place, you no-account gun
shark.”

“And
you figure you’re the one to do it?” Santee asked in
amusement.

“If I
was twenty years younger I would,” the drunk blustered. “But as it
is, a tongue-lashing will have to do.”

“My pa
used to give me tongue-lashings,” Santee recollected
grimly.

“They
never sank in, did they?”

“They
sank in, all right, but not like he thought they would.” Santee
frowned at the memory. “It got so he gave me one every time I
turned around. One day I just had enough, so I grabbed me a hickory
stick and beat him within an inch of his death.” He reached out and
seized hold of the drunk’s shirt. “Just like I’m fixing to do to
you if you don’t apologize.”

“And
just like you did to Rufus Blake,” Simmons said defiantly, making
no attempt to pull free.

“Who?”

“Don’t
you remember? Last month you pistol-whipped him so bad you cracked
his skull.”

The memory sent a tingle of
satisfaction down Santee’s spine. Yes, he did remember beating a
harebrained old codger who had blundered into his horse, spooking
the animal and nearly causing him to be bucked off. “He lived,
didn’t he?” Santee said. “I don’t see what has you so
upset.”

“Rufus
is my pard,” Simmons said harshly. “And he’ll never be the same
again because of you. The sawbones says he can’t hardly feed or
dress himself no more.”

“So
that’s what this is about?” Santee shoved the drunk from him. “All
those gray hairs and you don’t have the brains of a jackass.”
Dismissing Simmons with a wave of contempt, he turned to the
counter. “You’re not worth the bother, you old buzzard. Say you
didn’t mean those words, and I’ll let you go home in one
piece.”

“I
meant what I said.”

“You
only think you did, you ornery son of a bitch,” Santee said,
placing his hands on the edge of the bar. He had been in a good
mood when he entered, but being reminded of his father had spoiled
it. And now he felt a familiar tightening in his innards that told
him he was on the verge of exploding. The only thing that held him
in check was his promise to his boss to take it easy while in
town.

Art Simmons glared but said
nothing. He stepped over to an empty chair and leaned on it, as if
for support, muttering under his breath the whole while. Suddenly,
he gripped the chair in both spindly hands, whipped it on high, and
whirled, intending to smash it down on the
gunman’s
head.

The drunk moved with surprising speed.
To some of those witnessing the incident it appeared as if Santee
would have his head caved in. But they failed to take into account
his reputation for being as quick as a striking rattler, a
reputation he proved was well deserved by spinning, drawing, and
firing all in the blink of an eye. Art Simmons rocked backward, a
neat hole high on his chest, the chair falling with a crash. He
touched the entry hole, his face blank with amazement.

“A
pitiful case of slow, old-timer,” Santee said coldly, and fired
again. This time he deliberately aimed low, putting a shot into the
drunk’s gut.

Simmons clutched his stomach and
staggered into a table. Clutching it for support, he blinked up at
the gunman and opened his mouth to hurl a last, defiant
oath.

Santee chuckled as he squeezed
off a third shot. The slug ripped into the drunk’s tongue, shearing it off and
boring into his throat. Spitting and coughing blood, Simmons slowly
sank onto the table, then slid off onto the floor. By the time he
thudded down, he was dead.

“I
guess no one ever told him that the bigger the mouth, the better it
looks shut,” Santee joked, swirling his hand at the acrid cloud of
gunsmoke hovering before him. He quickly replaced the spent
cartridges in his Colt and was just twirling the ivory-handled
pistol into his holster when heavy footsteps sounded outside and
the sturdy frame of Marshal Tom Crane filled the entrance. “Howdy,
Tom!” Santee called cheerfully.

Tucson’s top lawman advanced slowly,
scowling, the bartender dogging his heels. Crane stood over Art
Simmons and stroked his waxed mustache. “Damn it all, Santee.
You’ve gone too far this time. This man never carries an
iron.”

“It
was still self-defense,” Santee said. “Just ask anyone. He tried to
brain me with a chair.”

The marshal surveyed the
patrons and several nodded. Sighing, Crane faced the gunman.
“I don’t suppose it
occurred to you to wing him instead of filling him full of
lead?”

“Sorry. No,” Santee said. “I have this rule I live by. Any
hombre who tries to put windows in my skull ends his days pushin’
up daisies.”

Crane addressed the
barkeep. “Will, see that the body is taken to the undertaker’s. Tell
him I’ll be down directly.” Motioning at the gunman, Crane led the
way outdoors. A crowd was gathering. Crane shouldered his way
through and went two blocks to the mouth of an alley where they
could talk without being overheard. Pivoting, he jabbed a finger
into Santee’s chest and growled, “What the hell are you trying to
do? Cost me my badge? Miles gave me his word that you’d behave from
now on.”

“I
didn’t start it.”

“But
you sure as hell finished it, didn’t you?” Crane slapped his thigh
in frustration, then scoured the street to make certain no one was
approaching. “Sometimes I wonder if the money Miles pays me to make
sure his gunnies stay out of the calaboose shouldn’t be twice as
much.”

“Spare
me your bellyachin’,” Santee said. “You have a sweet deal going
here and you know it.” Brazenly he tapped the lawman’s badge. “If
it hadn’t been for Miles Gillett you wouldn’t be wearin’ that tin
star. I’d say that being at his beck and call has fattened your
poke considerably.”

“Maybe
so,” Crane agreed, “but the headaches caused by hotheads like you
are enough to drive a man to drink.” Draping an arm on the gunman’s
shoulders, he lowered his voice. “I want you to mount up and head
for the Triangle G—”

“Why
should I?” Santee said defensively. “I had my heart set on kickin’
up my heels later and maybe beddin’ one of the doves over at
Walker’s.”

“Another time,” Crane said.

“Think
again,” Santee said. He would have walked off, but the marshal
grasped an arm and pushed him into the alley, where they had
complete privacy.

“You
listen to me, you dunderhead, and you listen sharp,” Crane snapped.
“Every time you unshuck that hardware of yours, it costs me. The
rate you’re going, I won’t have this job after next year, not
unless I can convince the folks hereabouts that I’m doing as fine a
job as any man living could.”

“I
wonder what they’d say if they knew about the arrangement you have
with Gillett,” Santee said, just to agitate the lawman. “Most
likely they’d tar and feather you and run you out of town on a
rail.”

“Or
invite me to a necktie social,” Crane said. “But none of that will
happen if I can keep a lid on the gunplay. That’s where you come
in. Miles told me I could count on you to cooperate.”

“But
why do I have to leave? The night is still young.”

“So
everyone will think I ran you out for shooting Simmons,” Crane
admitted. “It’ll make me look good in their eyes.”

Santee shook his head. There was a
lively filly by the name of Missy he was determined to see, no
matter what. Crane would have to work out his own
problems.

The marshal lowered his arm,
his features hardening. “Suit yourself. But don’t blame me if Miles gets
upset when I tell him.”

Indecision set in. The last thing
Santee wanted to do was anger his employer, who was not noted for
having a charitable disposition. And he well remembered how stern
Gillett had been the day before when telling him to behave himself
in Tucson in the future—or else.

Crane started to stalk off.

“Hold
on, Tom. Don’t leave in a huff,” Santee said earnestly. His fertile
mind had already seen a way of turning the situation to his
advantage, and he went on, “I was just givin’ you a hard time for
the hell of it. I’ll do like you want, but you owe me, and I’m one
gent who always collects on his favors.”

“I’m
obliged,” Crane said, smiling. “I’ll be sure to tell Gillett that
you weren’t to blame for Simmons.” Touching the brim of his hat, he
departed.

Billy Santee grinned as he
strolled toward the stable. Not bad for one night, he thought.
He’d blown
out the lamp of a worthless old yak and gotten the town marshal in
his debt. And later, when the town quieted down, he’d sneak back in
and pay Missy a visit and dumb Tom Crane would never be the
wiser.

Not a bad night at all.


Chapter Two

Delgadito the Apache was mad. Had
anyone been sitting next to him on his lofty perch overlooking a
remote sanctuary high in the Chiricahua Mountains, however, he
would not have known it. For Delgadito the Apache did not wear his
emotions on his sleeve, as whites were wont to do. No, his features
were as inscrutable as the smooth stone cliff against which he
leaned.

But if there had been a way to
peer into the depths of Delgadito’s turbulent soul, an onlooker would have
recoiled at the raging cauldron of volcanic fury boiling there.
Delgadito wanted to kill, to reach out and seize the object of his
wrath and slowly twist the man’s neck until the eyes went blank and
the tongue protruded.

White Apache!
Delgadito fumed,
absently fingering the hilt of his keen knife. You have turned my plan against
me and you must die!

Delgadito gazed with fiery dark
eyes down upon the five men in the valley below. Four were fellow
Apaches, the fifth the white-eye who had unwittingly thwarted him.
How could such a thing have happened after all his careful
plotting? To him, no less, a warrior highly respected for his
ability at na-tse-kes, the deep thinking that was the hallmark of a great
Apache.

Seated there under the
blistering sun, Delgadito reviewed the sequence of events in his
mind’s eye,
trying to find where he had gone wrong, where he had lost control
of the whirlwind that had caught him in its grasp.

Everything had begun with the
lynching, as White Apache called it. Delgadito had seen a group of
whites hang another from a tree limb, and when the riders had
departed, he had quickly ordered the dangling victim cut
down.

Through sheer force of will, that man,
Clay Taggart, had lived. At first Delgadito had thought to use
Taggart to arrange a truce with the American Army, which had been
in relentless pursuit of his renegade band. But that hope had been
dashed when scalp hunters from Mexico raided the camp and slew
practically every last man, woman, and child. Only five warriors
had escaped. Plus Clay Taggart.

As if that tragedy had not been
enough for any man to endure, as if the Gans themselves had turned against him,
Delgadito had to endure the added shame of knowing that the only
reason he survived the massacre was because Clay Taggart had risked
all to save him. He owed his life to one of the despicable
white-eyes he despised!

So much had happened so swiftly
after that. Delgadito had taken Taggart with him high into the
mountains and during their long journey started to
teach the white-eye
his tongue while trying to master the strange language of the
whites. When the other survivors had shown up, he had cleverly
conspired to have them accept Taggart’s reluctant leadership in a
series of raids on the men responsible for the lynching.

They had all balked at first,
especially Fiero. They had demanded to know why they should risk
their lives to help one white-eye seek revenge on other white-eyes.
For the plunder, for many guns and horses, Delgadito had countered.
Still some of them had been unwilling, and it had taken all of his
considerable skill to manipulate them into going along with the
idea.

There was a reason Delgadito had gone
to so much trouble. Since the others would not allow him to lead
the band after the slaughter, he had conspired to control them
through the white-eye.

His plan had been simple. Since White
Apache viewed him as a friend and relied on his judgment in making
decisions, the others would come to see that he was the guiding
influence in the success of their raids, and as a result, he would
regain some of the standing he had lost.

The next step had required a
daring strike into northern Mexico. Again led by White Apache, they
had gone after the scalp hunters who had wiped out their families
and friends. It had been Delgadito’s intention to slay Blue Cap, the leader
of the butchers. In doing so he would have restored himself almost
fully to the good graces of his fellows.

But everything had gone wrong
once they were south of the border. White Apache had done well—too well.
Taggart had freed Fiero, Ponce, and Amarillo after they were caught
by Blue Cap, and later had slain Blue Cap, himself. Instead of
Delgadito earning their praise and esteem, White Apache had
garnered it.

And now that they were back at their
mountain retreat, the others were treating White Apache as one of
them. No, worse. They had come to respect him, to trust him. They
looked to him for leadership, as they had once looked to
Delgadito.

It was infuriating.

Delgadito wanted to roar with rage,
but he held his tongue and rose. As he stood there simmering with
frustration, he was suddenly struck by a remarkable fact. From that
height the five men on the canyon floor all looked the same. They
all had long, dark hair. They all wore long-sleeved shirts,
breechcloths, and high moccasins. They all had cartridge belts
slanted across their chests or waists. To all intents and purposes,
there were five Apaches down there, not four and a white
man.

The sight was profoundly disturbing.
Until that very moment Delgadito had not quite realized how
completely Clay Taggart had taken to Apache ways.

Fresh, raw rage pumped through
Delgadito’s
veins. His standing in the tribe meant everything to him. It was
the source of his pride, his secret joy. He liked being widely
admired and having less experienced warriors flock to him for
advice and instruction. Now all that was denied him and there was
only one person he could blame—himself.

He was the one who had saved
Clay Taggart. He was the one who had taken Taggart under his wing
and taught Taggart the the Shis-Inday ways. He was the one who foolishly thought he
could use Taggart for his own ends and then discard the white fool
later.

Delgadito headed down the cliff
with the agility of a mountain goat. Halfway down he paused to let
his blood
cool. It would not do to the let the others know his true feelings.
For a Shis-Inday to show such emotional weakness would be inexcusable. He
must accept things as they were for the time being. He must bide
his time until an opportunity presented itself to dispose of Clay
Taggart in such a way that the others would never suspect the
resentment he had harbored.

By the time Delgadito stepped onto the
canyon floor he was his normal self again. He strolled over to
where the five men were talking about their recent adventures in
Sonora.

. Fiero, always the most alert,
looked up first and asked, “Any sign of them yet?”

“No,”
Delgadito said.

“Where
could they be?” Fiero wondered in a typically gruff fashion.
“Palacio told Amarillo it would be five sleeps, but tonight it will
be seven.”

“You
know Palacio,” Cuchillo Negro said. Next to Delgadito, he was the
deepest thinker of the group, the one who saw under the surface of
things to their hidden meanings, the quiet one whose words counted
more because each was spoken with care. As he made his comment, he
absently touched a hand to his chest above the wound he had
suffered in Sonora. It still bothered him but not enough to keep
him from being up and about.

“What
does that mean?” Fiero wanted to know. The firebrand of the tribe,
he was noted for his ferocity in battle and for always being too
hasty in speaking his mind.

“It
means,” Amarillo said, “that he is showing his contempt for us by
keeping us waiting.” Always the most cautious of them all, he
added, “Even though he insults us, we must not take offense. This
is our chance to mend the break, and we should do everything in our
power to make him welcome.”

“I
agree,” said Ponce, the youngest, who yearned for the companionship
of others his age, particularly that of a certain young
woman.

Delgadito sat cross-legged and
stared at the party who had ruined his well-laid scheme.
“And what
does Lickoyee-shis-inday say?”

Clay Taggart, the man called
White Apache, squared his broad shoulders as he regarded the ring
of warriors with his penetrating blue eyes. He knew how much the
meeting meant to them, and he wanted to do everything in his power
to bring about the result they desired. It was the least he could
do after everything they had done for him. “I say you should make Palacio
welcome, smoke the pipe together, and listen to what he has to say.
Later you can decide whether to accept his terms.”

“He
will want us to grovel,” Fiero said in disgust. “And I grovel to no
man.”

“You
do not know that for certain,” Clay said in his lightly accented
Apache. He had been working hard in recent weeks to master the
tongue and was proud that he could speak it with a fluency few
white men shared. “If he is wise, he will know you have suffered
enough. For the good of the whole tribe it is best to let you
mingle with your people from time to time. Surely, he will not hold
your war on our common enemy against you.”

Delgadito had listened in disguised
amazement. Taggart, he reflected, had offered exactly the same
advice he would have given. Even more interesting was the way in
which Taggart had referred to their white oppressors.

“One
does not mention Palacio and wisdom in the same breath,” Cuchillo
Negro said.

“Then
he is not fit to be leader of the Chiricahuas,” Clay said frankly.
“I am surprised you would pick such a man to guide your
footsteps.”

“He
was not picked,” Cuchillo Negro clarified. “His father was a chief,
and his father before him.”

Clay merely grunted, Indian
fashion. There were two ways to attain a position of leadership
among the Apaches, or the Shis-Inday, as they called themselves. One was to earn it by
proving superior ability, the other was to have it bestowed by
virtue of a bloodline. He had only been among them a short time,
but already he’d learned that those who had to work to earn high
regard made better chiefs than those who had come by it
easily.

“Do
not let Palacio hear you talk this way,” Amarillo warned. “He is
very quick to anger if someone so much as hints that he is not a
good leader.”
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