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MATA LOBO WAS playing his favorite game. He stretched his legs stiffly
behind him until his moccasined feet touched rock, and then he pushed,
writhing his body against the soft, sandy ground, enjoying an animal pleasure
from the blistering sun on his naked back and the feel of warm, yielding earth
beneath him. His extended hand touched the stock of the Sharps rifle a few
inches from his chin and sighted down the barrel for the hundredth time. The
target area had not changed.

Sixty yards down the slope the military road came into view from between the
low hills, cutting a sharp, treacherous arc to follow the bend of Banderas Creek
on the near side and then to continue, paralleling the base of the hill, making
the slow climb over this section of the Sierra Apaches. Mata Lobo‘s front sight
was dead on the sudden bend in the road.



He flexed his finger on the trigger and sighted again, taking in the slack, then
releasing it. Not long now. In a few minutes he should hear the faint, faraway
rattle of the stage as it weaved across the plain from Rindo‘s Station at the
Banderas Crossing. Six miles across straight, flat desert. And then louder—with
a creaking—a grinding, jingling explosion of leather, wood, and horseflesh as
the Hatch & Hodges Overland began the gradual climb over the woody western
end of the Sierra Apaches, and then to drop to another white-hot plain that
stretched the twelve miles to Inspiration, the end of the line. The vision in the
mind of Mata Lobo shortened the route by a dozen miles.

Every foot of the road was known to him. Especially this sudden bend at the
beginning of the climb. He had scouted it for weeks, timing the stage runs,
watching the drivers from his niche on the hill. And through his Apache
patience he learned many things. At the bend, the driver and the shotgun rider
were too busy with the team to be watching the hillside. And the passengers,
full and comfortable after a meal at Rindo‘s, would be suddenly jolted into
hanging on with the sway of the bouncing Concord as it swept around the
sharp curve, with no thought of looking out the windows.

It was the perfect site for ambush, Apache style. Mata Lobo was sure, for he
had done it before.

And then it began. He raised himself on his elbows and cocked his ears to the
sound that was still a whisper out on the desert. Two miles away. Then louder,
and louder; then the straining pitch to the rattling clamor and the stage was
starting up the grade.

The Apache pivoted his rifle on the rocks in front of him, making sure of free
motion, and then he lined up again the five brass cartridges arranged on the
ground near his right hand.

When he looked back to the road the lead horses were coming into view. He
waited until the stage was in full sight, slowed down slightly in the middle of
the road, and then he fired, aiming at the closer lead horse.

The horse‘s momentum carried it along for the space of time it took the
Apache to inject another cartridge and squeeze off at the other lead animal. The
horses swerved against each other, still going, then four pairs of legs buckled at
once, and eight other pairs raced on, trampling the fallen horses, but to be
tripped immediately in a wild confusion of thrashing legs and screaming horses
and grinding brakes.

Next to the driver the shotgun rider was throwing his boot against the brake
lever when the coach jackknifed and twisted over, gouging into the dirt road,
sending up a thick cloud of dust to cover the scene.

As the dust began to settle, Mata Lobo saw one figure lying next to the
overturned Concord, his face upturned to the two right-side wheels, still
turning slowly above him. There was a stir of motion farther ahead as a figure
crawled along the ground, got to his feet, stumbled, pulled himself frantically
across the road in a wild, reeling motion that , finally developed into a crouched
run. He was almost to the shelter of the creek bank when the buffalo gun
screamed again across the hillsides. The impact threw him over the bank to lie
facedown at the edge of the creek.

He aimed the rifle again at the overturned stage in time to see the head
appear above the door opening. Mata Lobo‘s finger almost closed on the trigger,
but he hesitated, seeing shoulders appear and then the rest of the body.



The man stopped uncertainly, looking around, cocking his ear to the silence.
An odd-looking little man, fat and frightened, but not sure of what to be afraid.
He clutched a small black case that singled him out as a drummer of some
kind. He clutched it protectingly, shielding his means of existence.

When his gaze swept the hillside, perhaps he saw the glint of the rifle barrel,
but if he did, it meant nothing to him. There was no reaction. And a second
later it was too late. The .50-caliber bullet tore through his body to spin him off
the coach.

Again silence settled. This time, longer. The wheels had stopped moving
above the sprawled form of the guard.

Still Mata Lobo waited. His eyes, beneath the red calico headband, were
nailed to the overturned Concord. He hadn‘t moved from his position. He sat
stone still and waited. Watched and waited and counted.

He counted three dead: the driver, a passenger, and the guard who was in
the road next to the coach—he was undoubtedly dead. But the run usually
carried more passengers, at least two more, and that bothered the Apache.

Others might still be inside the coach, dead, wounded, or just waiting.
Waiting with a cocked pistol. Either way Mata Lobo had to find out.

He hadn‘t laid this ambush for sport alone. He needed bullets, and a shirt,
and any glittering trinkets that might catch his eye. But it was the bullets, more
than anything else, that finally made him raise himself and slip quietly down
the side of the hill.

His Apache sense led him in a wide circle, so that when he approached the
Concord, Banderas Creek was behind him. He walked half crouched, slowly,
with short toe-to-heel strides, catlike, a coiled spring ready to snap. Mata Lobo
was a Chiricahua Apache, well schooled in the ways of war. He passed the
baggage strewn about the ground without a side glance and dropped to his
hands and knees as he came to the vertical wall that was the top of the coach.
He touched the baggage rack lightly, then, pressing his ear against the smooth
surface of the coach top, he remained fixed in this position for almost five
minutes. Long, silent minutes.

He was about to rise, satisfied the coach was unoccupied, when he heard the
sharp, scraping sound from within. Like someone moving a foot across a board.

He froze again, pressing close, then slowly placed his rifle on the ground
beside him and lifted a skinning knife from a scabbard at his back.

He inched his body upward until he was standing, placed a foot on a rung of
the baggage rack, and pushed his body up until his head was above the coach.
He was confident of his own animal stealth. A gun could be waiting, but he
doubted it. Only a fool would have moved, knowing he was just outside. A fool,
or a child, or a woman.

Nor was he wrong. The woman was crouched against the roof of the coach,
her back arched against the smooth surface, holding with both hands a long-
barreled pistol that pointed toward the rear window. She was totally unaware of
the Apache staring at her a few feet away, lying belly down on the side of the
coach. When she saw him it was too late.

Revolver went up as knife came down, but the knife was quicker and the
heavy knob on the handle smashed against her knuckles to make her drop the
revolver. Dark, vein-streaked arms reached in to drag her up through the door
window. She struggled in his grasp, but only briefly, for he flung her from the
coach and leapt down to the road after her.



She sat in the road dust and eyed him defiantly, her lips moving slightly, her
eyes not wavering from his face. She screamed for the first time as she rose
from the dust, but it was not a scream of fear.

She was almost to her feet when the Apache‘s hand tightened in her hair to
fling her off balance back to the ground. He stood over her and looked down
into the dust-streaked face. Then he turned back to the stagecoach.

She watched as he rummaged about the wreckage, sitting motionless,
knowing that if she tried to run he would probably not hesitate to kill her. Her
hands moved to her hair and unhurriedly brushed back the blond wisps that
had been pulled from the tight chignon at the nape of her neck. Her hands
moved slowly, almost unconsciously, and then down and in the same lifeless
manner brushed the heavy dust from the green jersey traveling-dress, as if her
movements were instinctive, not predetermined.

But her eyes were not lifeless. They followed the Apache‘s every move and
narrowed slightly into two thin lines that contrasted sharply with her soft face,
like fire on water. Her body moved from habit while her mind showed through
her eyes.

She was afraid, but only loathing was on the surface. The fear was the
stabbing weight in her breast, an emotion she had learned to control. She could
have been in her late twenties, but her chin and the lines near her eyes told of
at least six additional years.

Every now and then the Apache would glance back in her direction, but he
found her always in the same position. She watched him bend over the still
form of the guard lying on his back, and her eyes blinked hard as the Indian
brought the stock of his rifle down on the man‘s forehead, but she did not turn
her head.

There was no doubt now that all were dead. Mata Lobo was a thorough man,
for his people had been slaying the blanco since the first war club smashed
through the cumbersome armor of the conquistadors.

His deeds were known throughout Apacheria; they whispered the name of the
bronco Chiricahua with the bloodlust ever in his breast.

There would be no survivor to tell of the lone Apache killer.

The sport of the affair had satisfied him, but he was angry. None of the men
had been using a Sharps, so there was no ammunition to be had. He picked up
the guard‘s Winchester, slinging the cartridge belt over his shoulder, but he
liked the feel of the heavy buffalo rifle better.

In the Sharps he had the confidence that comes only after trial. But he had
only two cartridges left for it.

He turned his attention to the drummer, who was sprawled awkwardly next
to the coach. With his foot he pushed the body over onto its back. A crimson
smear spread over the shirtfront. The Apache opened the black satchel next to
the man and emptied the contents onto the ground—needles, scissors, paring
knives, and thread—and moved on to the horses.

His next act made the woman turn her head slightly, for with his skinning
knife he sliced a large chunk of meat from the rump of a disabled horse and
stuffed it into the sample case. Then he stepped to the front of the horse and
cut the animal‘s jugular vein. Soon after, a Chiricahua Apache with a white
woman at his side waded up Banderas Creek along the shallows. The woman
dragged her legs through the water stiffly, slowly, as if her reluctance to move
quickly was an open act of defiance toward the Indian.



The Chiricahua carried two rifles and a bloodstained satchel and wore a
clean shirt, the tail hanging below his narrow hips. With every few steps his
glance turned to the cold face of the woman. They disappeared three hundred
yards upstream, where the creek cut a bend into the blackness of the pines.

IT WAS THE POINT riders of Phil Langmade‘s C Troop that found the
wrecked stagecoach and the dead men, almost two hours later. Twenty days in
the field and a brush with Nachee, and because of it they had missed the stage
at Rindo‘s.

They were returning to the garrison at Inspiration, thighs aching from long,
stiff hours in the saddle. Grimy, salt-sweat-white, alkali caked—both their
uniforms and their minds—after days of riding through the savage dust-glare of
central Arizona. And of the forty mounts, three had ponchos draped over the
saddles, bulging and shapeless. All patrols were not routine.

Langmade sent flankers to climb the ridges on both sides, and then went in.
The troopers spread out in a semicircle, watching with hollow, lifeless eyes the
flankers on the ridge more than the grisly scene on the road. You get used to
the sight of death, but never to expecting it.

Langmade dismounted, but Simon Street, the civilian scout, rode up to the
dead driver before throwing off. He walked upstream another hundred yards
and then came back, approaching the officer from around the coach. The
troopers sat still in their saddles, half-asleep, half-ready to throw up a carbine.
Habit.

Langmade said, ,I don‘t know if [ want to find her inside the coach or not. If
she‘s there, she‘s dead.”

Street’s eyes moved slowly over the scene. ,You won‘t find her,“ he said.
»slhere‘s a little heel print over on the bank. They went upstream. That's sure. If
they went down they‘d wind up in the open near Rindo‘s.“

Langmade boosted himself onto the side of the stage and came down almost
in the same motion. He nodded his head to the scout and kept it moving in an
arc along the top of the near ridge.

,Bet they laid up there waiting,“ Langmade said. ,A month‘s pay they were
Apaches.“

Street followed his gaze to the ridge. He just glanced at the officer, his face
creased-bronze and old beyond its years, crow's feet where eye met temple, his
hat tilted low on his forehead, his eyes in shadow.

ysYouTre throwin‘ your money away, soldier,“ he said. ,Apache.“

Langmade looked at him quickly. ,,Only one?“

»That‘s all the sign says.“ Street pointed to the butchered horse. ,A war party
don‘t cut just one steak.”

He turned his attention back to the ridge. He was looking at the exact spot
from which the Apache had fired. Then his gaze fell slowly to sweep across the
road to Banderas Creek. And he squinted against the glare as his eyes followed
the course of the creek to the bend into the pines.

Langmade pushed his field hat back from his forehead, releasing the hot-
steel grip of the sweatband, and watched the scout curiously.

Langmade was young, in his mid-twenties, but he was good for a second
lieutenant. He didn‘t talk much and he watched. He watched and he learned.
And he knew he was learning from one of the best. But the tension was



building inside his stomach, and it wasn‘t just the aftereffects of a twenty-day
patrol.

There were three dead men in the road and a woman missing and it had
happened because he had failed to bring the patrol in to Rindo‘s on time. The
report would include an account of the brush with Nachee, and that would
absolve him of blame. But it wouldn‘t make it easier for him to face Colonel
Darck.

You didn‘t just look at a stone near your boot toe and say ,sorry“ to a man
whose wife has been carried off by a blood-drunk Apache—even if you weren‘t
to blame.

There it was. Langmade stood motionless, watching the scout. Langmade was
in command, a commissioned officer in the United States Army, but he was
tired. His bones ached and his mind dragged, weary of fighting the savage
country and the elusive Apache who was a part of that country, and always
there was so little time. Learning to fight doesnt come easy with most men.
Learning to fight the Apache doesn‘t come easy with anyone. You watch the
veteran until your face takes on the same mask of impassiveness, then you
make decisions.

He waited patiently for Street to say something, to give him a lead.

He remembered forty troopers who watched the thin gold bars on his
shoulders, and he tried to forget his helplessness.

Langmade said, ,The colonel was coming from Thomas to meet Mrs. Darck at
Inspiration.“ The scout was aware of this, he knew, but he had to say
something. He had to fill the gap until something happened.

Simon Street looked at the officer and a half smile broke the thin line of his
mouth. ,We'll find her, soldier. It wasn‘t your fault. People get killed by Apaches
every day.“

As the words came out, he realized he had said the wrong thing and added,
quickly, ,Know who this looks like to me?“ and then went on when Langmade
looked but didn‘t speak.

»,Looks like that bronco Apache we been chasin‘ on and off for five years.
Nochalbestinay. Though the Mexicans named him Mata Lobo.

He was a Turkey Creek Chiricahua who‘d never get used to reservation life in
seven hundred years. Sendin‘ him to San Carlos was like throwin‘ a mountain
cat a hunk of raw meat and then pullin‘ all his teeth out.“

Street pulled a thin cigar from his pocket and passed his tongue over the
crumbling outer layer of tobacco. ,You know, at one time there was almost a
thousand troops plus a hundred Apache scouts all in the field at one time
huntin‘ him, and no one even saw him. You couldn‘ ask the dead ones if they
saw him or not. An Apache‘s bad enough, but this one‘s half devil.“

He moved toward the butchered horse. ,Boy‘s got a real yen for steak, ain‘t
he?“

All the time the tension had been building in Langmade. Just standing there
with his arms heavy at his sides and the weight pulling down inside his
stomach. He had to hesitate until he was sure his voice would come out
sounding natural.

syouve got the sign and I‘ve got the men,“ he said. ,Just point the way,
Simon. Just point the way.“



Street had turned and was walking toward his horse. He stopped and looked
back at the officer. ,Get your troop back to Inspiration and get a fresh patrol
out, soldier.“

Street‘s words were low, directed only to the officer, but Langmade raised his
voice almost to a shout when he answered: ,We‘ve got men here—get on his
track!“

»,1‘m not goin‘ to guide for dead men,“ the scout answered easily.

»f a thousand men can‘t catch him, you can‘t count on forty. Maybe just
one‘s the answer. I don‘t want to tell you how to run your business, son, but if I
was you I‘d shake it back to Inspiration and get a fresh patrol out.“

Street mounted and then looked down at Langmade, who had followed him
over to the horse. ,The trail’s as fresh as you'd want it,“ he said, nodding
toward the butchered horse. ,That mare hasn‘t been dead three hours. And he‘s
got a woman with him to slow him down.“

»,1ve been out longer than that, Simon,“ Langmade said. ,She‘ll slow him
down just so long.“

The scout‘s mouth turned slightly into a smile as he pressed his heels into
the mare‘s flanks. ,That‘s why I got to hurry, soldier.“

He walked the mare toward Banderas Creek and kicked her into a gallop as
he turned upstream.

AN HOUR BEFORE sunset Simon Street was walking his horse along the
winding trail that threaded its way diagonally down the slope of the forest-
covered hill that on the western side joined the rocky heights of the Sierra
Apaches. This gradual leveling of the sierra was a tangled mass of junipers,
gnarled stumps, and rock, rising and falling abruptly from one hillock to the
next.

The trail gouged itself laboriously in a general southwesterly direction,
fighting rock falls, pine, and prickly pear, finally to emerge miles to the south at
Devil‘s Flats. From the crest, and occasionally down the path, you could see in
the distance the whiteness—the bleak, bonebleached whiteness—that was the
flats. Street had traveled a dozen-odd miles from the ambush, making his way
slowly at first along the creek bank, looking for a particular telltale sign. He
knew the Apache had followed the creek, leaving no prints, but somewhere he
had to come out.

The Apache would cover his tracks from the creek, but he would be coming
out at a particular place for a reason. To pick up his mount.

And you can‘t leave a horse tied in one place for any length of time without
also leaving a sign. To recognize the place is something else.

Street saw the low tree branch that had been scarred by the hackamore, and
his eyes fell to the particles of horse droppings that had remained after the
Apache had swept most of it into the denser scrub brush. He was on the trail.
From then on it was just a question of thinking like an Apache.

For the scout, that night, it was the last of his jerked beef and a quarter
canteen of cold coffee. No fire. Cold, tasteless rations while he pressed his back
against a smooth rock that was still warm from the day‘s heat and dueled his
patience against the black pit that was the night.

His Winchester lay across his lap, and the slight pressure on his thighs was
a feeling of reassurance against the loneliness of the night.



Dead stillness, then the occasional night sound. He could be the only man in
the world. Yet, just a few miles ahead, perhaps less, was a bronco Apache who
would kill at the least provocation. And with him was a white woman.

Street rubbed the stock of the Winchester idly.

IN THE DUSK Amelia Darck watched the Apache. He crouched over the
slab of red horsemeat, sitting on his heels, and hacked at the meat with his
skinning knife. He cut off a chunk and stuffed it into his mouth, but the cold
blood-taste of the raw meat tightened his throat muscles and he swallowed
hard to get it down. He would wait.

He cut the slab of meat into thin strips and spread them out separately on a
flat shelf of rock. When he had more time he would jerk the meat properly and
have plenty to eat.

He looked toward the white woman and saw her staring at him. Always she
stared, and always with the same fixed, strange look on her face. The eyes of
the Apache and the white woman met, and Mata Lobo turned his attention
back to the meat. The woman continued to stare at the Apache.

She sat on the ground with her arms extended behind her, full weight on her
arms, propping her body in a rigid position, unmoving.

Her legs extended straight out before her, the ankles lashed together with a
strip of rawhide. And she continued to watch the Apache.

Amelia Darck saw an Apache for the first time when she was six years old.
His face was vivid in her memory. She remembered once somebody had said,
»-.-like glistening bacon rind.“ And always a dirty cloth headband.

Yuma, Whipple Barracks, Fort Apache, and Thomas. Officers‘ row on a sun-
baked parade. Chiricahua, White Mountain, Mescalero, and Tonto. Thigh-high
moccasins and a rusted Spencer. Tizwin drunk, then war drums. And only the
red sun-slash in the sky after the patrol had faded into the glare three miles
west of Thomas. Shapeless ponchos that used to be men. The old story. And
she continued to watch the Apache.

Mata Lobo glanced at the woman, then stood up abruptly and walked toward
her. He stooped at her feet, hesitated, then placed the blade of the knife
between her ankles and jerked up with the blade, severing the rawhide string.

His face was expressionless, smooth and impassive, as he eased his body to
the ground. A face that in the dimness was shadow on stone.

His hands pushed against her shoulders until her arms bent slowly and her
back was flat against the short, sparse grass.

The hands moved from her shoulder and touched her face gently, the fingers
moving on her cheeks like a blind man‘s identifying an object, and his body
eased toward hers.

Her face was the same. The eyes open, infrequently blinking. She smelled the
sour dirt-smell of the Apache‘s body. Then she opened her arms and pulled him
to her.

SIMON STREET was up before dawn. He gave his tightening stomach the
last of the cold, stale coffee while he waited for the sun to peel back another
layer of the morning darkness. It was cold and damp for that time of the year,
and when he again started down the trail, a gray mist hung from the lower
branches of the trees and lay softly against the grotesque rock lines.



More often now, the ground fell away to the left, the trail hugging the side of
the hill in its diagonal descent; and in the distance was a sheet of milky smoke
where the mist clung softly to the flats. The trail was narrow and rocky and
lined with dense brush most of the way down.

Less than a mile ahead the grade dropped again steeply to the left of the trail,
bare of tree or rock, cutting a smooth swatch twenty yards wide through the
pines. The mist had evaporated considerably by then and Street could see
almost to the bottom of the slide.

First, it was the faintest blur of motion. And then the sound. A sound that
could be human.

Simon Street had been riding half tensed for the past dozen years.

There was no abrupt stop. He reined in gently with a soothing murmur into
the mare‘s ear, and slid from the saddle, whispering again to the mare as he
tied the reins to a pine branch a foot from the ground.

He made his way along the trail until the slope was again thick with brush
and trees, and there he began his descent. A yard at a time, making sure of
firm ground before each step, bending branches slowly so there would be no
warning swish. And every few yards he would hug the ground and wait,
swinging his gaze in every direction, even behind.

He had gone almost a hundred yards when he saw the woman.

He crouched low to the sandy ground and crawled under the full branches of
a pine, watching the woman almost thirty yards away. She was sitting on
something just off the ground, her back resting against the smoothness of a
birch tree.

He was approaching her from the rear and could see only part of her head
and shoulder resting against the tree trunk. The brush near her cut off the
lower part of her body, but there was something strange about her position—
her immobility, the way her shoulder was thrown back so tightly against the
roundness of the birch. Street had the feeling she was dead. Time would tell.

He lay motionless under the thick foliage and waited, the Winchester in front
of him. And Simon Street had his thoughts. You never get used to the sight of a
white woman after an Apache has finished with her. An hour later, a week later,
a dozen years later, the picture will flash in your memory, vivid, stark naked of
hazy forgetfulness.

And the form of the Apache will be there, too, close like the smothering reek
of a hot animal, though you may have never seen him. Then you will be sick if
you are the kind. Street wasn‘t the kind, but he didn‘t look forward to
approaching the woman.

After almost a half hour he again began to work his way toward the woman.
In that length of time he had not moved. Nor had the woman.

If she was dead, the Apache would probably be gone. But that was guessing,
and when you guess, you take a chance.

He crawled all the way, slowly, a foot at a time, until he was directly behind
the birch. Then he reached up, his hand sliding along the white bark, and
touched her shoulder lightly.

Amelia Darck jumped to her feet and turned in the motion. Her face was
powder white, her eyes wide, startled; but when she saw the scout the color
seemed to creep through her cheeks and her mouth broke into a fragile smile.

sYou‘re late, Mr. Street. I've waited a good many hours.“



The scout was momentarily stunned. He knew his face bore a foolish
expression, but there was nothing he could do about it.

The woman‘s face regained its composure quickly and once again she was
the colonel‘s lady. Though there was a drawn look and a darker shadow about
the eyes that could not be wiped away with a polite smile.

Then Street saw the Apache. He was lying belly down in the short grass,
close behind Mrs. Darck. Street took a step to her side and saw the handle of
the skinning knife sticking straight up from the Apache‘s back. The cotton shirt
was deep crimson in a wide smear around the knife handle.

He looked at her again with the foolish look still on his face.

»Mr. Street, I've been sitting up all night with a dead Indian and I'm almost
past patience. Would you kindly take me to my husband.“

He looked again at the Apache and then to the woman. Disbelief in his eyes.
He started to say something, but Amelia Darck went on. ,Ive lived out here
most of my life, Mr. Street, as you know. I heard Apache war drums long before
I attended my first cotillion, but I have hardly reached the point where I have to
take an Apache for a lover.“

Simon Street saw a thousand troops and a hundred scouts in the field. Then
he looked at the slender woman walking briskly up the grade.




