
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: tmp_0685004-7a9aad96-ee37-42ff-8c0b-0cc815c8b6af_lbfBQX_html_36f8ecd5.jpg]



[image: tmp_0685004-7a9aad96-ee37-42ff-8c0b-0cc815c8b6af_lbfBQX_html_3154281e.jpg]



  CONTENTS


  

    	About the Author


    	The Breed Series


    	Dedication


    	Copyright


    	About Piccadilly Publishing

	 


    	Chapter One


    	Chapter Two


    	Chapter Three


    	Chapter Four


    	Chapter Five


    	Chapter Six


    	Chapter Seven


    	Chapter Eight


    	Chapter Nine


    	Chapter Ten


    	Chapter Eleven


    	Chapter Twelve


  





About the Author




[image: tmp_0685004-7a9aad96-ee37-42ff-8c0b-0cc815c8b6af_lbfBQX_html_m617a6a44.jpg]

 


James A. Muir was the
pen-name used by Angus Ian
Wells, a British writer of genre fiction,
including fantasy and, most famously, westerns. In addition to a
few standalone novels written under his own name, Wells wrote under
numerous pseudonyms, including Andrew Quiller (The Eagles), James A. Muir
(Breed), Charles R.
Pike (Jubal Cade),
William S. Brady (Hawk and Peacemaker), Charles C. Garrett
(Gunslinger),
Richard Kirk (Raven), J. B. Dancer (The
Lawmen) and Ian Evans.

 


Read More on
Angus




The Breed Series




The Lonely Hunt

The Silent Kill

Cry for
Vengeance

Death Stage

Gallows Tree

Judas Goat

Time of the
Wolf

Blood Debt

Blood-Stock!

Outlaw Road

The Dying and the
Damned

Killer’s Moon

Bounty Hunter!

Spanish Gold

Slaughter Time

Bad Habits

The Day of the
Gun

The Color of
Death

Blood Valley

Gundown!

Blood Hunt

Apache Blood


For Chris
Hooper,

who knows how to

enjoy the natural things of life.


[image: tmp_0685004-7a9aad96-ee37-42ff-8c0b-0cc815c8b6af_lbfBQX_html_m2fe1c9db.png]


 


 



Chapter One

THE OLD MAN swung clear of the saddle
with a soft grunt, flexing his shoulders as the dawn chill bit into
his bones. He thought fleetingly of a fire, and coffee laced with
good whiskey, then cursed silently as he realized the longings were
reminding him of his age. This wasn’t the time to think about that,
nor about how the cold bit deeper these days, his joints protesting
until the sun – or a fire – eased out the knots. Later, there would
be time for that. Later: when this was over and done with. Until
then he would forget the years; remember that he was still the
best.

He took the horse down to where an outcrop
of jagged stone thrust from the hillside, the hooves not quite
silent despite the thick padding lashed over the shoes, and looped
the reins about the forefeet. The animal stared at him as he hauled
a Winchester rifle from the saddle sheath and a spyglass from its
case beside the horn. He stroked the brown muzzle gently, then
began to climb back up the incline, moccasined feet silent on the
brownish yellow rock. He reached the crest and flattened out below
the wind-stretched branches of a half-dead tree that jutted over
the rim. In the silent darkness he could not see the trail below,
but he was confident they would come that way rather than along the
easier path farther down the mountainside. It would take longer,
but it was less likely to be watched.

Except, maybe, by someone who thought like
an Apache.

He wriggled into as comfortable a position
as he was going to achieve and extended the telescope, fitting a
short cylinder of cured leather over the larger lens. The sun would
be at his back when it rose, hut there was no point in taking any
chance of reflected light betraying his location. He set the thing
on the ground beside him and levered a shell into the Winchester’s
breech, hoping he wouldn’t need to use it.

The sun poked a tentative finger of light
over the hills and the impenetrable blackness gave sudden way to
the day. The old man smiled as he felt the warmth on his back,
stretching like some great, contented cat. This was a good time of
day – a time he had always enjoyed best alone – when a man could
watch the sun chase away the night and see the world come back to
life like a renewed promise. He heard birdsong from the rocks, and
down below, where the stone flattened onto the sand of the draw, he
saw a fox lope towards its set. He watched it cross the width of
the draw, pausing on the far side to stare round before
disappearing amongst the rocks. It showed no sign of alarm, and the
man nodded in self-satisfaction as he let his gaze wander along the
defile.

From the rimrock he had a clear view over
about half a mile of trail to the north and twice as much to the
south. In the latter direction the trail began to climb towards the
pass that went over into Mexico; northwards, it pointed into
Arizona, curving west enough that the line-of-sight was blocked by
the out-thrust of the hills. Higher up, on the east side of the
draw, a secondary trail ran narrow and rocky seventy or eighty feet
above the sand. Using the spyglass, he could see the path swing
through the westwards curve of the terrain, barely wide enough for
a single pony: that would slow them. He lowered the glass and
settled his eyes on the curve, not trying to focus his gaze, just
waiting for something to move.

His eyes were hooded, habitually slitted
against the sun’s glare so that they were almost lost in the
network of deep wrinkles striating his weather-beaten features.
Craggy brows, bushed thick with pure white hair, added to the
concealment, giving his face a curiously blank look despite
individual features that were powerfully definite. His nose was a
rugged thrust from the lined cheeks, turning out of true where it
had been broken, scar tissue showing pale across the bridge. Most
of his mouth was hidden under a shaggy white mustache, but when he
smiled, even, white teeth showed between wide lips. Stubble grew on
the square hardness of his chin, more showing, razored short, on
the back of his neck between hat and collar line. His clothes
matched the color of his face, shirt and pants and moccasins all
tan, ancient sweat dried to a salty whiteness across his back and
beneath his arms. An equally venerable cavalry Stetson hid his
white hair, the gray faded to a kind of non-color, the brim curled
upright at the front. There was a dark blue bandanna knotted at his
throat, looking newer than the rest of his outfit, and a gun belt
around his waist, a holster containing a long-barreled Colt’s
Cavalry model on his right hip, balanced by the straight-bladed
knife sheathed on the left. He was a long, thin, bony man, and he
blended almost totally with the sun-washed rock.

That was one of the reasons he was so good
at what he did.

Another reason was his patience.

He remained immobile as the sun climbed
higher and the scud of cloud that had powdered the sky above the
hills drifted away, leaving only the far-off specks of circling
buzzards to break the expanse of blue. His eyes stayed on the
uppermost trail, unconsciously alert, though anyone watching him
might have thought him asleep, or dead.

Even when movement entered his peripheral
vision he remained still, letting his eyes flicker from side to
side so that the dark blurs showing against the backdrop of tan
stone became individual riders. He counted them as they came warily
around the curve. Five. Jesus! Five? It was hardly worth the
bother.

But another reason he was so very good at
what he did was that he did it without too much questioning.

He waited until he was certain there were no
more, then eased the telescope up to focus on the leading
horseman.

The man was out about a hundred yards in
front, left hand on the single rein of his mustang, the right
holding a Winchester carbine across his naked thighs. The spyglass
tracked upwards, revealing a loincloth and a gun belt, the holster
containing a Colt’s Cavalry model that matched the watcher’s own.
Above the belt, the rider’s body was naked, the stomach flat and
the torso muscular, the puckered discoloration of old wounds
showing on the ribs and chest. The neck was a thick column,
surmounted by a head that shifted constantly as the Indian scanned
the defile. His face was broad and flat, the mouth a slashed line
beneath wide nostrils, the eyes dark and expressionless.
Shoulder-length black hair was bound by a scarlet cloth.

The old man smiled again and shifted the
telescope to check the others.

There was a second warrior, younger than the
man out in front, and armed with an old Spencer repeater that
looked to go all the way back to the War Between The States, and a
metal-headed hatchet. Then there was a woman, dark green shirt and
long, blue skirt bulked out by her pregnancy. Behind her, a boy of
around twelve, his hair loose, a bow sticking up from the quiver
slung on his thin back. Finally there was a man of around the
leader’s age, a yellow headband encircling his temples and a faded
army tunic hanging open over his chest. Like the first man, he
carried a Winchester carbine and a handgun.

The old man watched them move slowly along
the path, then slithered backwards until he was below the rimrock.
He stood up, ignoring the stab of pain that lanced his back, and
trotted to the waiting horse. He folded the spyglass into its case
and stowed the rifle before hauling the reins loose and mounting.
Then he urged the animal down the slope, picking up speed as he
reached the flat.

Maybe it wouldn’t be so long before he could
pour that coffee.

 


The sun was directly overhead when he
reached the waiting soldiers.
They watched him dismount, tossing his reins carelessly to the
nearest trooper, ignoring their curious stares as he walked over to
the officer lounging against a boulder.

The insignia tagged on the shoulders of the
dirty blue shirt and the cloth badge sewn on the front of the gray
Stetson said the man was a captain. Otherwise, he would have
blended unnoticeably with his men. His shirt and yellow-striped
pants were faded and dusty. Dust covered his boots, the small,
straight-line spurs tarnished. His hat was old, the brim notched
and the crown whitened by sweat. Only his button-down army holster
looked clean. That, and the sawn-off shotgun propped on the rock
beside him. He was a good thirty years younger than the old man,
but his eyes were ancient with a raw hostility. He drew himself
upright as the old man approached, still needing to tilt back his
head to meet the other’s gaze.

‘You found them.’

There was anticipation in his soft voice: he
was not asking a question. The old man nodded, reaching for a
canteen. The captain watched him drink, pudgy features
impatient.

The old man corked the canteen and tossed it
to the sand as he said, ‘Three bucks. A kid with a bow. An’ a
woman. The woman’s pregnant.’

Tobacco-stained teeth showed in a humorless
smile as the officer lifted the shotgun, cradling the stubby weapon
in his left arm.

‘You recognize them?’

‘Bramido’s out front. Guijo’s in back. I don’t know the
second man, but the woman’s Regelada, so I figger the kid to be
Bramido’s eldest son.’

‘Only son,’ wolfed the captain. ‘Now.’

‘The woman’s carrying,’ reminded the old man.

‘That could slow them.’ The officer chose deliberately to
misunderstand the implicit warning. ‘Weapons?’

‘Two Winchesters an’ a Spencer.’ The old man kept his voice
impassive. ‘Two handguns. The kid’s got a bow.’

‘Where’ll they be now?’ asked the captain.

‘’Bout midway along.’ The old man wiped moisture from his
mustache with the back of his hand. ‘Where I figgered.’

‘Fine.’ The officer moved away from the boulder, fleshy lips
still parted in a smile. ‘Let’s go.’

‘No point to harmin’ the woman.’

The smile remained in place, the green eyes
locking with the old man’s as the captain said, ‘You’re a damn good
scout, Tanner. Stick to that.’

Abel Tanner shrugged and went over to his
horse. The trooper holding the reins grinned as he passed them
over.

‘She mighta stood a better chance, you hadn’t told Captain
Cutter that,’ he leered. ‘Fer a while, at least.’

Tanner stared at the soldier with contempt
on his face. ‘You couldn’t handle her, sonny. Regelada’s more woman
than you could ever handle.’

The leer faded fast, replaced by a scowl.
Tanner grinned as he settled onto the saddle, a vague irritation
with himself prompting him to rub it in.

‘She’d squeeze yore nuts an’ spit ’em out, boy.’ Why the
hell not? He didn’t like this – not what he knew was going to
happen – and it was the last time. So why not? ‘Providin’ you could
get close enough. Which ain’t at all probable, lessen she was dead.
You like fuckin’ corpses?’

The listening troopers chuckled. The young
soldier reddened, muttering something about pensioned-off goddam
old men with more talk in them than balls. Tanner ignored him as
Captain Cyrus Cutter shouted orders, watching the detachment of
twenty men run for the picketed horses. Jesus! he thought. Twenty
men an’ a captain to chase down five broncos. How come the Apache
ain’t chasin’ us clear back to the Mississippi? Come to that, why
the hell are we chasin’ Bramido in the first place? Was whites
killed his kids an’ started this whole goddam mess. Make more sense
if we was after them.

But it was the last time and he had given
his word. So maybe it was best to just get it done with and ride
away. At least he’d know it was all over with. He turned his horse
to fall in step with Cutter’s big roan, pointing silently the way
they should go.

An hour later they were getting into
position. The horses were pegged out on a meadow of sun-bleached
grass with high stone walls blocking sound and two disgruntled
troopers left to guard them as the others followed Tanner and
Cutter up into the rocks. A ravine cut through the mountains from
the meadow to the trail, too narrow down most of its length to
permit horseback passage, then widening out where it connected with
the defile so that the trail the Apaches were following was forced
down to where fallen stone was filled in enough for the mustangs to
cross. Cutter deployed his men here. Five inside the ravine, the
rest along the rim above the trail. Tanner heard the snapping sound
of Springfield hammers going back, and found himself close to
hoping Bramido would hear the danger signal. It was, he knew, a
vain hope: he had chosen the place too well, the stone muffling
sound and the wind blowing down from behind the Indians. No, unless
Bramido spotted something he was going to ride straight into an
ambush. Like walking into an open grave.

From force of habit Tanner carried his rifle
with him as he settled beside Cutter on the point of rock marking
the joinder of defile and ravine. Ahead and below, he could see the
Apaches working along the narrow path. Beside him, he could hear
Cutter’s breathing grow more rapid. It made him think of a feral
dog readying for attack.

‘We’ve got him!’ The captain’s voice was a harsh whisper;
almost a snarl. ‘Oh, sweet Jesus Christ! We’ve got the
bastard!’

Tanner glanced at the short, thick-bodied
man and said nothing.

The five Indians came closer. Slowly. As
though Bramido sensed danger. Part of Tanner’s mind shouted for the
bronco to obey his sixth sense and run; another part just wanted to
get it done.

The Apaches were almost below them now.

Bramido raised a hand, slowing his mustang
to a delicate, cautious walk.

Cutter raised a hand.

Waited.

Waited as Bramido eased the pony out over
the spill fronting the ravine.

Then brought the hand down in a clenched
fist that hit the rock and raised a little cloud of dust.

Thirteen Springfield carbines blasted in
unison, the thunder magnified by the stone, echoing off the walls
of the defile so that the afternoon was filled up with the roaring
and the acrid reek of powder smoke.

Guijo’s face exploded in a welter of
crimson, bone and skin mingling as the downwards trajectory of the
bullets drove the lead slugs through his skull, the red holes
bursting over his shoulders and chest lost beneath the fountain of
blood that pumped from his mangled head. The Winchester dropped
from nerveless fingers as the mustang screamed, rearing up as random
shots peppered its hindquarters. Guijo’s corpse was tossed clear,
tumbling onto the lip of the narrow trail, then sliding over to
slither lifelessly down the slope, gathering speed so that it
rolled over and over, bouncing until it seemed the dead Indian was
running, headless, down the incline, his passage marked by the
spray of crimson still jetting from his wounds.

The mustang pranced in pain and terror,
seeking to run, but finding its way forwards blocked by the other
riders, the trail too confined to allow the animal to turn. A hind
foot swung out over open space and the pony’s screaming reached a
higher pitch. Then its whole balance went and it followed its dead
owner over the edge.

Tanner saw the boy look up, his dark eyes
filled with shock and fear and outrage. He shouted something that
got lost under the roar of the Springfields, right hand curling
back over his shoulder to grasp the bow. His fingers closed on the
curved shaft as a volley crashed into his mount, smashing the pony
down like a rag doll tossed by a hurricane. A bullet scorched the
boy’s forehead, tracing a bright scarlet line from his hair to the
outer corner of his right eye. He went sideways off the mustang,
mouth slack and eyes glazed as he fell loose-limbed into emptiness.
Tanner saw him strike a thorn bush growing precariously from the
incline, the spiky limbs bending under the youth’s slight weight,
the thorns snagging in clothing and flesh. Then he went through the
branches, slipping out and down with fresh streaks of blood marking
his body, the thorn bush concealing his passage.

Regelada slid clear of her pony on the left
side, crouching back against the cliff face as the mustang bucked
and snorted blood, stamping back as the bullets struck until it
touched the dead animal sprawled across the trail behind. It reared
up, long streamers of frothy scarlet mucus dangling from its
nostrils, and hurled itself over the trail’s rim.

Ahead of the woman, the warrior with the old
Spencer fired a single shot before the gunfire from above cut him
down with crimson bursting obscene flowers over his dark skin.
Bright scarlet spurted from his mouth and one eye hung loose and
pulpy from the shattered socket. His left leg was broken just above
the knee, and jagged bone thrust against the skin between his neck
and left shoulder. Impossibly, painfully, he levered the Spencer
and fired a second shot. Then he fell onto his side and was lost as
the bleeding corpse of his pony crashed heavily across him.

On the loose spill dividing the trail,
Bramido yelled a harsh, inarticulate cry as he twisted in his
saddle and saw his band go down. He fired the Winchester
single-handed, the .44-40 slug ricochetting wild off the stone. The
troopers concealed inside the ravine followed Cutter’s orders and
held their aim low. Five bullets blew the Apache’s pony out from
under him and Bramido went down on his face in the dirt, the
carbine flinging from his grip. He rolled, twisting to his feet as
he reached down for the Colt hung on his waist. He got his hand on
the wood plates of the butt and the pistol halfway clear of the
holster before the first trooper reached him. The soldier came up
at a run, leg swinging up in a wild kick that planted the toe of
his Army boot hard against the Indian’s chest. Bramido was knocked
back, but his hand stayed on the pistol and the Colt kept on
lifting. Until the trooper brought his Springfield down, stock
first against Bramido’s hand. The Colt was smashed back down into
the holster, a massive bruise spreading dark over the Apache’s hand
and wrist. Then there were more troopers. More Springfields
pounding against his head and shoulders and back. Bramido grunted
and slumped onto the dirt.

 


‘I did it! I got him!’

Cutter was pleased, bulging green eyes
alight with self-satisfaction, stained teeth bared in a vulpine
smile. He stared at the troopers lashing Bramido’s wrists together,
shouting for them to carry the unconscious Indian back to the
horses. Then he turned to glower at the woman.

Regelada was still backed up against the
cliff. There was a knife in her hand and her dark eyes were fierce
as a cornered animal’s. A trooper asked, ‘What do we do with her,
Captain?’ Another chuckled suggestively and said, ‘She ain’t bad
lookin’. Not fer a squaw.’

Tanner said, ‘Christ! She’s pregnant.’

And Cutter nodded and raised the shotgun and
fired both barrels into the woman’s belly.

Tanner was accustomed to death. Knew that it
took many ugly forms. But he was still glad that the force of the
ten-gauge shot picked the woman up and bounced her off the cliff so
that she landed on her face and he didn’t have to look at the
gaping hole where her womb had been. He said, ‘Oh, Jesus!’ very
softly.

‘Only good injun’s a dead injun,’ Cutter said. ‘She was a
real bargain – two for the price of one.’

 



Chapter Two

THERE WAS PAIN.

At first he thought he must be traveling the
Star Road to the Spirit World, but he was alone and he had seen
Pajaro die and Guijo fall headless. Perhaps it was a journey each
man must make alone and the pain he felt was a final testing of his
courage. He determined to bear it; to endure until the light shone
again and he saw his parents waiting for him.

He was very lonely in this dark place.

And very frightened, which ashamed him and
made him angry with himself, even though he refused to show his
fear.

He felt cold, and that was good, because it
numbed the pain a little.

Then he felt warmth and saw light against
his tight-shut eyelids.

Almost afraid to acknowledge it for fear it
might slip suddenly away in some ultimate testing of his spirit, he
decided he had reached the Place. Cautiously, eagerly, he opened
his eyes.

And saw dark sand over which insects
scurried busily. He shifted his head, wincing at the pain the
movement caused, and saw the bulk of a pony, a vulture poised on
the opened ribcage with entrails hanging from the ugly curve of the
beak. He shifted awkwardly onto his side, abruptly aware of the
flies that lifted from his body.

He was alive. The pain told him that. Yet he
was not sure he wanted to be alive. Not alone.
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