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  Chapter One


  


  “AN’ I SAY we don’t give the damn fool Indian anything!”


  The speaker’s words were slurred and as he spoke he lifted himself away from the side of the wagon against which he had been leaning and shuffled a couple of paces sideways. One knee was about to give way beneath him and he reached out his left hand toward the arm of the man standing closest and steadied himself. His right hand held fast onto a bottle of unlabeled liquor that was more than three parts gone.


  “Not a damn thing!”


  He lurched back against the wagon and got the lip of the bottle to his mouth at only the second attempt. He swallowed hard a few times and then wiped his coat sleeve over his face.


  “Nothin’!”


  The three men listening glanced at one another and then looked more slowly and anxiously around, as if afraid that someone else might have overheard.


  The speaker took their silence for agreement and had another drink to celebrate winning the argument. He wasn’t a tall man, wasn’t fat, just sort of nondescript when it came to build, neither too much nor too little of anything. As for his face, though, that was something different. To begin with he had carrot-colored hair that was cut short at the back and sides and yet allowed to hang long at the front so that it often fell down over his forehead and covered his eyes—eyes that were so small and narrow that if he ever creased them up against the sunlight he didn’t look to have no eyes at all. His nose more than made up for them. It wasn’t simply a matter of it being long and prominent, though it was certainly both of those; the end swelled out like a partly blown-up balloon and was pitted with countless tiny holes from some of which bright red hairs flourished. A straggly ginger beard and mustache surrounded a mouth that was fleshy lipped and seemed to contain quite a few teeth of irregular size and shape.


  Once you’d seen Silas Wheeler’s face you were unlikely to forget it—however hard you might try.


  The men with Wheeler were no match for his facial splendors. Even though Mitch Greeley had but one eye and that sporting two colors, Lucky Joe Terson was bald, all but some dozen white hairs at the center of his scalp, and Vincent Z. Pulchrome was a three-quarter Negro with a gold ring through the left nostril of his broad nose and a gold tooth at the front of his mouth.


  The four of them had met in Kansas, Greeley and Terson at a poker table where money and bullets had changed hands with greedy rapidity and Lucky Joe Terson’s luck had almost run out on him. The pair of them had been riding full pelt out of town, a chasing pack on their heels, when they had come upon Pulchrome’s camp fire. For no better reason than that he was enjoying the meat of the rabbit he had killed, skinned and cooked himself that evening, Pulchrome had welcomed the two gamblers and sent a couple of barrels of ten gauge shot amidst their pursuers.


  Come sunup, and with no other plans, the three had ventured westwards and crossed trails with a broken-backed wagon train that was being bullied and cursed toward California by Silas Wheeler.


  The four men had struck up a conversation, ridden till sundown, played five card stud, got drunk, vowed to stay together till they reached San Francisco. Before they got to the Sierra Nevada they caught up with another train that was in an even worse state than their own and the surviving wagons joined up with Wheeler, having agreed to travel under his leadership—and pay his rates.


  The train was now of a size to warrant extra help with the scouting and keeping the wagons rolling, so Wheeler hired on an Indian just outside of Virginia City. He was sullen and didn’t talk much, kept himself to himself and folk complained that he looked at ’em fierce, but he was built like a smoke stack and strong and that was what Wheeler wanted.


  They followed the lower branch of the California Trail, through Placerville to Sutter’s Fort and Sacramento, where some of the train peeled off, and then forked south down the San Joaquin Valley. They crossed the San Joaquin itself just north of Stockton and headed for the coast and San Francisco. In another two days they would be there. Wheeler, Greeley, Terson and Pulchrome stood to finish the journey with a reasonable stake.


  All the more reasonable if they didn’t pay the Indian all that was coming to him.


  Even better if they sent him on his way with nothing.


  That was the way Silas Wheeler saw it.


  The others were less certain—not because they were scrupulous about cheating a savage, but because they had seen that fierce look in the Apache’s eyes too, and they had seen the knife he carried in a sheath at his back.


  Less certain but greedy enough to be convinced.


  Wheeler passed the bottle round between them a few times and they started to see things his way. Why the hell should they pay the fool Indian anything? All he’d do was waste every nickel of it getting drunker than a mean dog. That was all Indians ever did when they got their hands on some money.


  Pulchrome laughed and the sun glinted off his gold tooth. “You’re damn right, Silas. We won’t give him a cent. Not a cent.”


  Mitch Greeley nodded and belched and winked at the others. “Not a cent.”


  Terson scratched his sweating scalp. “Absolutely.”


  “Yeah!” Silas Wheeler brushed a couple of flies away from his bulbous nose. He tilted the bottle until he realized that it was empty, then he lifted it away from his face, stared at it as though it had no right to be empty and hurled it overarm away.


  “You gonna tell him?” asked Greeley.


  “Huh?”


  “Tell him. You gonna—”


  “Tell who?”


  “The Indian.”


  “What blasted Indian?”


  “The one we ain’t goin’ to pay.”


  “Oh,” laughed Wheeler. “That Indian.”


  All four men chuckled and laughed and Wheeler had to catch hold of Pulchrome’s arm to prevent himself from falling to the ground.


  “What’s he called anyhow?” asked Terson.


  “Called?”


  “Yeah, he’s got a name, ain’t he?”


  “S’pose so. Some fool name like they have. Either somethin’ no man can say or else some fool name like Running Deer or Wild Elk or something stupid like—”


  “Like Prairie Goat,” suggested Pulchrome with a snigger.


  “Stinks like a prairie goat!” hollered Greeley, rubbing his sides with laughter.


  “Higher’n that,” put in Terson. “More like a mountain goat.”


  “Yeah,” agreed Wheeler, “reckon that’s what his name was. Mountain Goat. Let’s get him over here and send him off with a flea in his stinkin’ ear.”


  The others grumbled agreement.


  Silas Wheeler chanced a few paces away from the wagon, waving his arms and shouting, “Hey, Mountain Goat! Mountain Goat! Get your stinkin’ self over here right now! Hey, now. Mountain Goat.”


  The others set their hands to their mouths and hollered, “Mountain Goat! Mountain Goat!”


  They had got it wrong: his name was Cuchillo Oro.


  


  He stepped into sight around a wagon some fifty yards from where the four men were standing. He was three inches clear of six foot and weighed ten pounds over two hundred. His chest was massive; the muscles of his legs and arms bulged and shone with sweat. The shirt and cotton pants he often wore had been discarded because of the heat and the fact that Cuchillo had been shifting heavy barrels of water. He wore a breechcloth and an amulet; the knife sheath hung from his neck, the handle and blade angled across his ribs. He stood and listened.


  Cuchillo’s face was handsome and proud, his eyes were dark and narrow beneath his high, broad brow. His nose was beaked at the top and center and flared out to broad nostrils. High cheekbones held the skin taut above a wide mouth. Below that the jaw was firm, resolute. His hair was jet black and hung wide to his shoulders.


  Cuchillo’s right hand was scarred, pinched; two fingers were missing, thanks to the attentions of a U.S. Cavalry officer named Pinner. It had been only one of the mistakes Pinner had made concerning Cuchillo. Another had been to kill his wife, Chipeta, and his child, Troubled Night.


  Pinner had learned that a man has to pay for his mistakes on this world as well as in the next. It had taken a long time but it had been done.


  Cuchillo said: he who lives like a jackal must die like a jackal.


  So it had been. Yet even with Pinner dead Cuchillo could not forget him. There was always his right hand to remind him; always, too, the memory he still carried close with him of his wife and child. These things reminded him of his loss—and of Pinner’s mistakes.


  The men talking and drinking by the wagon were about to make a mistake of their own and even though it wasn’t as serious as those made by Pinner, they would pay dearly.


  “Hey, Mountain Goat!”


  Cuchillo held his head high and strode toward them.


  


  “Look, Silas, don’t you think maybe—”


  Wheeler grabbed at Greeley’s arm, missed and caught him a blow on the chest instead.


  “Don’t you turn yeller on me now!”


  “I ain’t turnin’ yeller. It’s just that—”


  “Just what?”


  Wheeler did grasp him this time and he twisted his fingers against Greeley’s flesh, burning the skin.


  “You stand firm, you hear?”


  “Yeah, sure I hear. Let go my damn arm.”


  Greeley wasn’t really worried about his arm. What worried him was the way the Indian was striding toward them, confident as all hell. Not moving with his tail between his legs the way them tame Indians as worked for white folk usually did.


  “Silas, I—”


  But Wheeler shot him a glance that stopped his mouth and Pulchrome told him to hold his tongue and after that it was too late. The Apache was there. Less than ten feet away. Standing. Staring.


  “Took yer time, didn’t you?” sneered Wheeler.


  Cuchillo looked him directly in the eye, not bothering to respond to such an obvious lie.


  “Don’t you know you’re s’posed to come runnin’ when you’re called?” Wheeler barely averted his head before spitting. “Your kind.”


  The yellow ball of phlegm rolled into a ball in the dust close by Cuchillo’s bare foot. He made no move. Gave no sign.


  “Still, that’s the way you been carryin’ on ever since we was good enough to take you on back in Virginia City.” Wheeler glanced around at his companions. “Ain’t that right?”


  Pulchrome and Terson murmured agreement; Greeley began to wish he’d never come west at all.


  “Fact is,” Wheeler tried a few unsteady steps closer to Cuchillo till the Apache could smell the stink of liquor on the white’s breath, “we ain’t pleased with the way you been workin’ at all. You’re slow. You’re mule stubborn an’ you don’t take orders.” Wheeler cleared his throat and spat again. It was close enough to Cuchillo this time to splash against his bare shin as it flew past.


  “What’s more we been gettin’ complaints ’bout you.” Wheeler’s eyes shone with stupid pleasure. “Seems you been stinkin’ out the train worse’n a polecat in heat.”


  Silas Wheeler laughed, rocked, almost lost his balance.


  Greeley turned his head, seeking a way out.


  Cuchillo still let nothing show on his face or in his upright stance.


  “So, Mountain Goat or whatever it is you’re called, you’re fired.”


  Wheeler slapped his hands together, sliding one over the other.


  “Now get the hell out!”


  A nerve began to tick at the side of the Apache’s head.


  “Out!” Wheeler roared. “Get off this train an’ don’t you let me see hide nor hair of you again. Nor smell you either.”


  Wheeler laughed and snarled almost at the same time.


  Cuchillo slowly reached out his left hand, palm upward. “I go. You pay me.”


  “Go to hell!”


  “I go. You pay me what you owe.”


  “I said go to hell!”


  “I say you pay what I earn.”


  “An’ I said you didn’t earn a damn thing.”


  Cuchillo’s eyes narrowed still further until they were nothing more than burning slits.


  “Silas, maybe we should—” Greeley made one more attempt, but Wheeler flailed an arm at him and shut him up.


  Cuchillo stood his ground, his arm still outstretched from the elbow. “Pay,” he said flatly.


  Wheeler hawked up phlegm and spat down into the Apache’s hand. “That’s all the pay you’ll get from me.”


  “All?” asked Cuchillo.


  “Yeah, all.”


  Silas Wheeler never knew for certain what happened next.


  Cuchillo leaped at the leader of the wagon train, his tall body dipping as he went forward. The Apache’s right hand jolted into Wheeler’s face, driving hard into mouth and nose, fingers spearing for the eyes. In the midst of the lightning movement, the other hand grasped the knife from its sheath and the blade flashed a second in the bright light before seeking the white man’s throat.


  Wheeler went careening back with a roar of surprise and pain. Blood spurted from his bulbous nose and his mouth was numb. His left eye stung so badly he could have been blinded.


  He felt himself thrown around on his knees and an arm wrenched his head back, exposing the flesh of his neck beneath the red beard. Something came to rest against his Adam’s apple and he knew that it was the knife. Knew without seeing it.


  Wheeler was breathing heavily, straining to see. Cuchillo squatted behind him, holding him tight with his right arm wound about his face, blood from the man’s nose trickling along his burnished skin. The knife was absolutely steady—so were the eyes that stared over the carrot-colored hair at the three watching men.


  Only Pulchrome had drawn his gun and that was now gripped none too tightly in his hand, aiming at no one in particular. The others could only stare in amazement at the speed of the attack.


  “Throw down the gun.”


  The gold ring in Pulchrome’s nose shook a little; his fingers slowly separated and loosened and the weapon toppled away to the dusty ground.


  “You call Cuchillo by false name,” he said accusingly, looking over Wheeler’s head at the three men, his dark eyes passing slowly from one face to another.


  Greeley’s single eye twitched and failed to hold the Apache’s stare; Lucky Joe Terson felt the few hairs on his head tingle and itch and he too looked away. Pulchrome looked back at the Apache but it was like standing eyeball to eyeball with a bear.


  “What you call me?”


  None of them wanted to speak; Greeley half turned away and began to apologize.


  “Say!”


  The knife blade made the smallest of incisions into Silas Wheeler’s skin. A slow line of bright blood ran along the edge of the blade and then began to coil downward into the hairs of the man’s chest.


  “Say!”


  “Mountain Goat,” said Pulchrome in a voice that barely carried.


  “Say louder!”


  “Mountain Goat.”


  “Hah!” Cuchillo drew back the knife and jumped to his feet. Wheeler fell forward with a moan, certain that his throat had been cut. Cuchillo stood his full height, chest thrown out.


  “I am Cuchillo Oro, grandson of the great Mangas Coloradas, chief of the Mimbreños Apache.” His mutilated hand pointed at them all. “You will know my name. You will remember it. You will not forget.”


  All three mumbled words that went unheard.


  Wheeler rolled over and felt his neck and was surprised to find it intact apart from a narrow cut. He blinked the water from his smarting eyes and glimpsed the Apache apparently paying no attention to him. His hand began to move down to the gun that was holstered at his belt. It made no more than six inches of progress before the heel of the Indian’s foot rammed down on the muscle of the upper arm.


  Wheeler cried out and as he did so the foot swung back and then forward and thudded into his chest. He rocked back into the dirt and lay there in a heap, coughing and puking, the liquor he had thrown down into his stomach beginning to dribble back up his gullet and out between his fleshy lips.


  “Now,” said Cuchillo with emphasis. “Now you pay me.”


  Men and women were beginning to appear from the other wagons, children started to run forward and then stopped and hung back. A couple of mongrel dogs barked and chased one another between the wheels and water barrels. The sun burned down.


  “Up!” ordered Cuchillo and Silas Wheeler scrambled to his feet, head throbbing with drunkenness and pain, heart shamed by the humiliation of being forced to obey the orders of a single stinking Indian.


  “Up!”


  Wheeler did as he was told, certain that his life would be forfeit if he did not, vowing to himself all the while that he would avenge himself on the bastard Apache who now walked behind him as the strange little procession made its way toward the leader’s wagon.


  Men moved quietly toward their rifles but none of them raised a Winchester or Henry or Sharps to his shoulder, sensing somehow that the train leader was getting his just deserts.


  At his wagon Wheeler stopped and wiped a greasy kerchief around, the rims of his eyes and across the front of his throat, glancing down at the smears of blood.


  “I’ll—”


  “You’ll pay me. Now.”


  The bleeding had stopped from Wheeler’s nose, both bulging nostrils jammed closed with coagulated blood. His head still swam unsteadily. Cuchillo changed position so he could see what Wheeler was doing as he climbed inside his wagon.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING

203 DEATH 77/\@01\\4






OEBPS/images/image-2.jpeg
WILLIAM M. JAMES

APACHE /20

p—

DEATH DRAGON

PICCADILL
PUBLISHING






OEBPS/images/image-1.jpeg
D

PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING






