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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

They were atop Whitewing Mountain, far away from other human beings, no dwelling within miles.  The summit was a gently rounded area, the top of a dome, dotted here and there by sage and cacti.  An almost full moon in a mostly clear sky illuminated the countryside.  The horses were hobbled, poking around for graze.

Maricruz sat cross-legged under the hilltop’s only tree, a low mesquite.  When they had reached their destination, Junior had taken from his saddlebag a second restraining device, which he had also had made in San Antonio.  It was a twenty-foot chain with a soft leather collar on one end.  He had fastened one end to the trunk of the tree and had secured the collar around Maricruz’s neck with a small padlock.

“I’m sorry, mi amor, but I think it’s best you wear this,” he had said, sounding truly apologetic.  “It’ll be just for a day or two, until things get settled.”

She had sat perfectly still while he strapped it on.  His striking her earlier in the day was fresh on her mind, and she was trying hard not to upset him.

A low fire was burning, and Nariz was bent over it, roasting a rabbit and two squirrels he had shot during the ride from Uvalde.  He had hardly spoken all day, riding a few paces behind, rarely taking his eyes off Maricruz.  She glanced at him, and the sight of his heartless eyes staring at her in the glow of the hot coals made her shiver.

Junior offered her a tin cup filled with hot coffee and touched her cheek softly.  “Everything’s gonna be fine.  Just give it a few days.  You’ll see.”

He took a big wad of old newspaper from his saddlebag and started to walk away, stopping first to give Nariz a look of admonishment.  Then he stepped off into the brush to take care of business.

When he was out of ear-shot, Nariz said, “It’s a God damn shame the way he’s got you chained-up like a animal.”  It was the first time he’d spoken to her since the ordeal had begun.  He approached her and knelt down close beside her, the stink almost making her vomit.  “But I can surely unnerstand him not wantin’ you to excape.”

Maricruz stared down at her hands, which had begun to shake uncontrollably.

Reaching out very slowly and lifting her chin with his index finger, Nariz forced her to look right at him and said, “I’m startin’ to have some mighty strong feelin’s for you myself, darlin’.  I surely am.”

She tried to keep as still as she could, barely breathing, like a person who finds himself inches away from a rattlesnake.

A warm breeze passed over the hilltop, causing the flap of skin in the middle of Nariz’s face to flutter ever so slightly.  He leaned in close, his face almost touching hers, and said, almost inaudibly, “I’m makin’ plans of my own for you and me.  Yes, ma’am.”

Then he kissed her cheek, his lips barely brushing her skin, before creeping back to his spot by the campfire.

Alexander and Whiskey Dick had caught an early-afternoon train heading west out of San Antonio, taking only the clothes on their backs and their firearms.  Dick carried his Winchester and Colt Peacemaker, and Alexander carried his Remington derringer and one of Dick’s spare Peacemakers.  Alexander wished he had had more practice with a big pistol—he had fired one just a few times during that fateful trip to Bandera—but it was too late to worry about that now.  They had arrived in Uvalde a couple of hours before sunset and had disboarded and rented horses at a livery stable.  Then, not wasting any time, they had set out for Whitewing Mountain, riding west, following the railroad tracks.  Neither man spoke much during the long ride, each lost in his own thoughts, each worrying about Maricruz, each fully aware that the coming hours might very well be his last on earth.  Now they were nearing their destination.  Dawn was a while away, the sky still clear, and there was still enough moonlight to light up the landscape.  They could see the big hill’s outline as it rose like a gigantic hump from the flat terrain.  They rode cautiously to the base of its slope and dismounted.

 “What do you think?” Alexander whispered.  “Think they’re up on top?”

They were standing, reins in hand, examining the terrain and the gradual slope of the hill toward the summit.  The silence was absolute.

“Most likely,” Dick answered.  “They could be watchin’ us right this minute.  Wish the moon wasn’t so damn bright.  Might as well be broad daylight.”

“So what’s our plan?” Alexander tried to sound confident, but his voice was shaky and nervous sweat trickled from his armpits and down his torso.

“I reckon we better split up.  One of us go up from here, the other angle off a ways and then go up.  Just try to stay low and keep as quiet as you can.  Move real slow.  Stay behind the brush as much as possible.”

“And when we make it to the top?”

“When you get up there, just hunker down and wait.  Don’t make a move until I do.  Soon as I see what’s going on, I’ll have an idea of what to do—and who to shoot first, if we make it that far.”

“So we’ll be the ones shooting first—assuming we get the chance?”

“God damn right.  I’ll shoot ‘em in their sleep if I can.  ‘Course, that ain’t the way it’ll play out.  If they’re up there, at least one of ‘em will be awake.  Maybe both.  Also, they might have men with ‘em.  Truth is, son, we don’t have the slightest notion of what we’re about to step into.  Hell, there could be somebody hid within twenty yards of where we’re standing, watching us as we speak.  But if and when the shooting starts, just be sure of your target.  If Maricruz is up there, we damn sure don’t want to be hitting her.”

Alexander held out his hand for Whiskey Dick to shake.  “Just in case things don’t work out so well,” he said, “I want you to know it’s been an honor.  You’re the best friend I ever had.”

“Same goes for me, son.  Same goes for me.”  He shook Alexander’s hand, then gave him a big hug.

Then Alexander braced himself.  “You ready?”

Dick hesitated, then said, “Just gimme a minute.  My bowels are awful loose.  I reckon my nerve ain’t what it used to be.”  He handed Alexander his horse’s reins and walked off toward a clump of sage, unbuttoning his trousers.

Alexander stood still, breathing deeply, trying to calm himself.  He looked up at the moon, the stars, the occasional passing of a wisp of a cloud.  He heard a cracking sound and figured Dick had stepped on a piece of dry wood.  Then he heard a groan, which was understandable.

But after a few minutes he began to worry, and stepping quietly, he led the horses in the direction the old man had gone.

“Dick?” he whispered.

He stopped and waited a full minute, quietly drawing the Colt from his belt.  Then he whispered louder, “Dick?”

Alexander detected a vaguely familiar foul odor, and in a fraction of a second he remembered where he had encountered it:  in a Bandera saloon.  But  before he could react, a searing pain at the back of his skull made the world go black.

The sky was beginning to turn from black to gray.  Maricruz had fallen asleep a few hours earlier, in the open on a blanket spread over the rough ground.  The handcuffs still bound her wrists; the collar and chain still kept her close to the mesquite tree.  Despite her desperate situation, her dreams had been sweet, filled with images of Alexander, of her horse Leti, even of her father, whose handsome face appeared with a clarity that amazed her even in her deep slumber.  But the sound of hooves on hard ground awakened her to a reality that surpassed her most terrible fears.

Nariz, limping on his wooden leg, topped the hill leading two horses.  One carried Whiskey Dick, face-down across the saddle, his wrists bound behind him.  The other carried Alexander, also face-down, also bound from behind.  Both were out cold.

Junior had also drifted off to sleep sometime during the night, and he came awake, as well.  Kicking away his blanket, he rose quickly to his feet.  “Good man!” he called out, smiling broadly.

But when he saw that Alexander’s and Dick’s wrists were tied and heard one of them moan, his tone changed.  “How come they’re still alive?”

Nariz spit.  “You didn’t figure I’d just kill ‘em, did you?  After all these two done to me?  No, sir.  They got a hell of a lot worse’n just killin’ comin’.”  He stopped in the middle of the summit and shoved Dick, then Alexander, off their horses, letting each fall in a heap.  “I aim to have me some fun with ‘em first.”  He glared at Junior, letting him know there would be no argument.

Maricruz rose from her blanket and, without thinking, started to run toward Alexander, but when she hit the end of her chain, she was jerked back, landing hard on her tail bone.  Up until now she had been trying to hang on to her dignity—and some glimmer of hope.  But now all hope and dignity were gone.  Alexander and Dick were about to be tortured to death in front of her eyes.  After that, whatever fate awaited her would hardly matter.

Nariz left his victims where they had fallen and walked to the tree where Maricruz was chained.  She cowered, but he ignored her and broke two small branches off the tree, then broke each branch in two.  He found a large rock and went to the center of the summit.  Using the rock as a hammer, he drove each piece of wood into the ground, forming a square.  Then he dragged Dick into the middle of the staked area.  Nariz tied Dick’s hands and feet to the stakes, then used his long knife to cut away his clothes, leaving him face-up in his long-handles.

Junior stood close to Maricruz, cradling an eight-gauge double-barrel shotgun that Nariz had bought in Uvalde.  A .45-caliber Colt was tucked into his belt at the center of his back.  He looked on with curiosity as the little outlaw went about his business.

“You popped him pretty good,” he said.  “Just like that time in Bandera.”

“Caught him squattin’.  Difference between then and now, today ain’t nobody gonna come to his rescue.”  Nariz stood up and wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his forearm.

“What do you plan to do to him?” Junior asked.

“Somethin’ I hear the Kiowas liked to do back in their day.”  Nariz tossed some dry brush onto the dying embers of the campfire and stoked the fire with a stick.  “When these here coals get red-hot, I’m gonna pile up a big mound of ‘em on top of his nuts and pecker.  ‘Course, I’ll wait till he comes completely to.  I surely don’t want him missin’ out on the ceremony.  After he cooks a while, if he’s still alive, I’ll see what else I can come up with.  One thing’s for God damn sure:  He’ll rue the day he kilt my brother and gut-shot me and took me into custody.”

Shortly, Cantrell began to stir, only barely conscious, moaning from the terrible throbbing in his head.  Alexander began to come awake, also.  He opened his eyes and tried to sit up, but the terrible pain at the back of his skull and the weakness and dizziness made it slow-going.  When his eyes focused he saw Maricruz, hand-cuffed and chained, a look of complete despair on her face.  Tears trickled down her cheeks, leaving tracks in the grit and dust.  Alexander started to stand up to go to her, but the pain overwhelmed him and he fell face-first to the ground.  Training his eyes on her alone, he got to his knees and began to knee-walk toward her.

Nariz uncorked a bottle of tequila and took a long swallow, grinning as Alexander struggled.  “And this one, this here city boy from back East, is sure ‘nough gonna wish he’d stayed where he come from.  By God, before this day is done I’ll pay him back a hunnert times over for what he done.”

Nariz made no move to keep Alexander still.  Watching Alexander flounder about, the back of his head matted with blood, was great entertainment.

But the way he and Maricruz were looking at each other, their powerful connection, infuriated Junior, and he stepped forward and booted Alexander full-force in the stomach.  As Alexander fought for air, Junior grabbed the back of his shirt collar and dragged him a few yards away.

“You stay the hell back from her, you Yankee son of a bitch.”  Junior let go and gave him another hard kick, this one to the head.

“¡Por favor, no!” Maricruz cried out.
Junior gave her a sharp look, but said nothing.  He cocked both hammers of the shotgun and pointed the barrel in Alexander’s direction.

“No lo mates,” she pleaded.  “Please do not kill him.”
“Slow down now, Junior,” Nariz said.

“Jesus, stop callin’ me that!”

As usual, Nariz ignored the rebuke.  “You can finish him off later, if you want.  But first I aim to have my pleasure.”

“Then get on with it,” Junior growled, lowering the big gun and easing the hammers down.

Nariz drained another inch off the bottle and approached Alexander, who was still gasping for air.  He squatted beside him and began to roll a cigarette.  “How,” he said, “would you like watchin’ me give the young lady here a long, sweet poke, Yankee boy?  I might could learn you a thing or two.”

“Don’t even think about it,” Junior warned Nariz, giving him the same deadly look he’d given him when he had referred to Maricruz as a whore.  “Do what you want with the Yankee, but you touch her and you’re a dead man.”

Maricruz’s heart broke as she watched Alexander, who was up on his knees again, try to get to his feet.  Then out of nowhere it came to her:  Maybe if there was only one of them—only Junior, or only Nariz—she and Alexander and Whiskey Dick might stand a sliver of a chance.

“What difference would it make?” she suddenly blurted out.  “He already did it to me.”

Junior looked at Maricruz in disbelief.  “What did you just say?”

“You heard me.”

“And just when did this happen?”

“Last night, when you went out into the brush.”

Junior eyed her suspiciously and said, “I couldn’t have been gone more than ten minutes.”

“That was all the time he needed.”

Nariz held up a hand.  “Now, hold on.  She’s lyin’ through her teeth.  I ain’t had nothin’ to do with that girl.  And I wasn’t plannin’ on it, neither.  I was just playin’ with the Yankee’s mind.”

“He is lying!”

“How come you didn’t scream?” Junior asked, his eyes darting back and forth between Maricruz and Nariz.

“He was holding a knife to my throat!”

“Then, why didn’t you tell me when I came back in?”

“Because he said he would kill me if I did.  Besides,” she said, her voice now not much more than a whisper, “I was ashamed, having it done to me by such a smelly beast.”

Junior, now looking only at Nariz, slowly drew back both hammers of the shotgun.

Very slowly, Nariz brought his hand up to the butt of his revolver.  He spoke deliberately, calmly:  “Boss,”—it was the first time in weeks he’d called Junior “boss”—“just slow down, now.  I’m tellin’ you I ain’t touched the woman.  Not one God damn time.”

Junior turned back to Maricruz, searching for the truth.

“Ante Dios y por la memoria de mi padre,” she said slowly and solemnly, crossing herself and looking Junior dead in the eye, certain that God and James O’Malley would forgive her blasphemy, “I swear to you that this filthy animal took me by force last night when you went out into the brush.”

And Junior believed her.

As the pistol came out of Nariz’s belt, Junior fired the eight-gauge, emptying both barrels almost simultaneously.  The little man exploded at mid-section, spraying blood and bone and shredded entrails in a wide area across the top of the hill.  When he hit the dirt, all that held the upper half of his body to the lower was a splintered strip of spinal column.

This time Alexander made it to his feet.  He charged from five yards away, leaning forward, fighting to keep his balance.  Junior dropped the shotgun, and just as he reached for the pistol at the back of his belt, Alexander crashed into him with all the strength he could muster.  As Junior fell backward, his hand grabbed the butt of his revolver, but before he could get it out of his belt, he and Alexander hit the ground.  The big Colt boomed, sending a .45-caliber slug deep into the base of Junior’s spine.

His screams died quickly, he slid into shock, and, as the ringing of the blast drifted away, tranquility returned to Whitewing Mountain.

Alexander dragged himself the few feet to where Maricruz was chained to the tree and collapsed in her arms.  The big red sun rose over the horizon, casting an amber glow across the South Texas prairie, and sensing that all was now well, a pair of plump whitewing doves lighted gracefully on a branch above them.

