
  
    
      
    
  


 Midnight’s leap; or chased by the Apaches.


 by
 Percy B. ST. John.
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 [image: ]erry Bunce was a Philadelphia boy, possessed of ordinary ability in school, a kindly disposition, and an honest heart, but whose whole ambition was a life of adventure.


  His great desire was to go west and become a ranch owner, or even a cowboy. His dreams and his talk continually hinged upon this point.


  He was an orphan and it was not strange that after he had reached his majority and his inheritance had been turned over to him by his guardian, he should at once further his plans.


  Jerry was a youth not. easily deterred in any set purpose. Accordingly he overcame all obstacles and a few months later he was in New Mexico.


  After drifting about for a while, learning the country as it were, Jerry struck a small pony express station one hundred miles from a town of any considerable size in any direction.


  The little cabin where the express agent lived, and which was visited six times a day by the pony riders, was the center of a large area, and many of the rancheros and inhabitants of the country about came periodically there to get their letters.


  Jerry made a rap with the agent to remain a few weeks at Lone Pine, which was the name of the station.


  It was while here that he made the acquaintance of Bill Gurney, an erstwhile government scout, and now a mining prospector.


  Gurney at once enlisted the young easterner’s interest in a particularly rich gold mine up in the La Vaca Hills.


  Why, me boyee, the old scout said, impressively, there’s gold enough there to make us millionaires. Yer can take a hammer and chip it right out of the ledge in big lumps. I'll venture to say it’s the richest gold mine in New Mexico to-day.


  Gracious! exclaimed Jerry, with eyes as bigas moons. Why don’t you take out the gold and get wealthy, then?


  I intend to, continued Bill, in a confident manner. But ye see it’s just this way. The Apaches are thicker in that region than bees, an’ a man has to skirmish sharp or he’d never cum out alive.


  At once Jerry’s adventurous nature was fired.


  It was quite enough for him to know that there was a great risk attached to the excursion to at once enlist his interest. It was but slight effort for him to make up his mind to go with Gurney.


  Accordingly preparations were made for the proposed prospecting tour. It was arranged that they should share the expenses and profits, and Bill would of course act as guide.


  Ye’re jest the partner I’ve been looking fer, the old scout said, enthusiastically. I know I’ve got a good thing, but. I'd never share it with any of the impudent whisky-guzzling set that hang around this region. Ye see, I believe ye to be a lad of honor, and that ye wouldn’t desert me in a pinch.


  I always mean to be square, Jerry, modestly.


  I harn’t the least doubt on’t, an’ we'll hitch well. Now, my boyee, I wouldn’t take nothin’ short of mules only for one thing. We're going inter a pesky hot hole where the Apaches are thicker nor rain drops in a shower, and a mule kain’t outrun their ponies.


  Therefore, fer safety’s sake, I reckon we'll have to get good swift hosses. Beye a good jedge of a horse?


  Well, sufficient judge to believe that there in my opinion is a perfect specimen of a horse, replied Jerry.


  He pointed as he spoke to a magnificent black steed which came prancing up to the express station with a half breed on his back. He was truly a noble animal.


  Why, that’s Sim Perkins’ hoss, declared Bill, quickly. You kin bet that’s a good animile, but as full of tricks as a nut is of meat. D’ye think ye could ride him, boyee?


  Could he be bought? asked Jerry.


  I reckin he kin and dirt cheap.


  Then I'll risk but that I can ride him.


  Bill Gurney beckoned to the half breed rider and learned for a fact that the animal was for sale. In a few minutes Jerry was upon his back the purchase money being paid.


  The young easterner seemed to have little difficulty in mastering the black horse whose name as he learned from the half breed was a fitting one—Midnight.


  I'll wager my shirt agin a chaw of terbacker thar ain’t a hoss among the Apaches kin outrun that black hoss, asserted Bill Gurney positively. Well, I'll go down and git my old standby, Shellbark. In one hour I'll be back here ready tostart boyee.


  It was decided to first pay a visit to the hills when Gurney would demonstrate to Jerry's satisfaction that his story of gold was no fable. Then they would return and advertise for a gang of men to go up and start a quartz mill, Jerry to furnish the capital.


  Accordingly the equipments were few, consisting only of weapons and several days’ rations stowed away conveniently in saddle bags. Thus fitted out the start for the La Vaca Hills was made.


  Leaving the pony, express station they struck out across the plains riding to the southwest. This was directly into the heart of the wildest and most dangerous part of the Apache country.


  But Bill Gurney understood well how to evade the red foe. Trails were often encountered, many of them fresh and in each instance Bill took care to cut away from them in some opposite direction so that the chances of falling in with the murderous scavengers of the plains were thus vastly diminished.


  Mile after mile was covered in that longswinging gallop, and after a time the horizon was broken by the tops of a range of hills. It was the celebrated La Vaca range and the very hot bed of Apache dominion.


  Bill Gurney never for a moment relinquished a sweeping view of the horizon as they neared the hills. Rising in his stirrup every moment he kept watch.


  Suddenly he gave an exclamation and brought his steed to a halt. It was well that he had been vigilant.


  Quick! he exclaimed in a sharp warning tone. Drop from yer hoss, boyee.


  Jerry needed no second bidding though he could see no reason for alarm. To him the horizon was perfectly clear, no living being other than themselves seeming in sight.


  But Bill Gurney’s knowledge of prairie life was more extensive than his and he could not but defer to it.


  What's wrong? he asked curiously.


  Apaches! replied Bill, shortly, and he seemed all in a tremor of excitment.


  He spoke sharply to his own horse and the animal sank down upon its side in the long prairie grass, lying as if dead. But Jerry’s steed was not trained in that way.


  But the old scout quickly passed a lariat from Midnight’s bits to his knees and thence across the loins. With a quick pull the black steed was thrown, and with its head fastened to its knees thus lay helpless on the ground.


  Then the two riders crouched down in the grass. It was not long before Bill ventured to peer over the tops of the grass blades. He quickley ducked his head and cocked his rifle, saying:


  Now, boyee, keep cool. If we have to fight be ready and don’t give ’em a chance ter git fust shot.


  Jerry knew from the old scout’s words and manner that the situation was a critical one. The Injun signs which he had failed to see but which had so readily been discovered by Gurney, now began to manifest themselves. The distant sound of thundering hoofs was heard and the ground trembled.


  Easy, boyee, said old Bill, as he peered over the grass blades. Take just a bit of a squint, but don’t show yerself.


  Jerry did as he was bid, and was thrilled with the sight which he saw. Down across the prairie on a long lope rode half a hundred plumed Apache warriors. Grim, terrible looking foes they were, armed with their long lances, the terror of the plains.


  But, fortunately, our friends did not seem to be in their path.


  Yet they would pass not a hundred yards distant. All depended now upon the strictest caution and silence. It was a fearful, critical moment.


  No wonder the two white men in the grass shook with fear and apprehension. To be caught by the savage foe meant death.


  Now they had passed, and their faces were turned in an opposite direction. Riding sphinx-like, they had not seen the two men in the grass. It seemed like an act of Providence.


  But oh! Great God! What fearful thing was that? The prostrate steed, Midnight, had scented the cavalcade. A wild neigh escaped his lips.


  The effect was electrical. Every horse in the savage troop was reined up. Every face was turned to the depression in the grass where the two prospectors were concealed.


  Bill Gurney’s face was livid. For a moment a curse against the black steed was upon his lips, then he was once more the cool, determined borderman, who always traveled with his life in his hands.


  Boyee, it’s life or death! he gritted.


  The chances are agin us.


  Without hesitation, Bill sprung to his feet and flung his rifle to his shoulder. Once, twice, thrice, the repeater blazed, each time bringing a riderless horse from the Apache horde.


  Then Jerry fired. Two out of his three shots told. Five riderless horses on the plain, but what availed it? Full forty-five of the foe were left. Over twenty-two to one. Such odds were hopeless.


  Then Bill ceased firing. There was a reason for this. He knew that quick action alone would give him a chance for life.


  The Apaches, with a mad yell, spread out. They did not ride down in a body on their foe, for they did not yet know how many there were of the white men.


  But their steeds started on a wild circle of the depression in the grass. Bill Gurney knew the move well. It was to surround them and gradually draw the line of death nearer. It meant death, if that circle was completed.


  The scout’s rifle went across his back by means of a stout leathern strap. Then he whisked outa keen bladed knife.


  Snap! went the lariot which bound Midnight. A word and Shellbark was upon his feet.


  Now boyee, ride for the hills, shouted the scout. If ye don’t see me agin, git back to Lone Pine some way. Never let 'em close up that circle.


  With a leap both were in their saddles, Jerry in his excitement forgot his rifle. No matter! It was a race for life.


  Like a meteor the black steed flashed away across the plain. Jerry was powerless to hold him in. The Apaches never completed their death circle.


  But they came thundering after the fugitive white men full tilt. Shellbark was at the heels of Midnight and the Apaches were close behind.


  On and on went the race for life. Now the hills loomed up at hand. One half mile of prairie and then they would be in a deep pass.


  Jerry turned his head only once. He saw the scout a hundred yards behind. He never saw him again.


  The deep pass hid Midnight from view. But Shellbark fagged out, struck into a gopher hole, staggered and fell. The sequel was brief and tragic.


  Bill Gurney was upon his feet unhurt by his fall. His rifle was blazing with ten shots to spare in the repeating magazine, but the foe were too close upon him. The long lances bristled about him in a cloud and he was pierced in twenty different places.


  Leaving the multilated remains upon the prairie the Apaches swept on into the pass.


  Jerry had ascended a steep height passed around a mountain wall, and came out upon a broad plateau.


  Here the conviction struck him that he had distanced the foe, and he pulled the black steed up to wait for Bill. The clatter of hoofs was heard. He believed it was the scout, but the next moment out upon the plateau burst the whole band of Apaches.


  In his terrible excitement Jerry never thought of consequences. His sole impulse was to distance his enemies.


  He had lost his hat and his rifle, but he thought nothing of that. Striking Midnight a sharp blow he was away again upon the mad race.


  The Apaches believing themselves sure of their victim gave a mad yell. This seemed to terrify Midnight, who bounded forward uncontrollable. And now a fearful contingency presented itself. The plateau came to the very verge of a mighty sink or canyon many feet wide and a thousand feet deep. Straight for this Midnight was going, and there was no time to check speed had Jerry been able to hold the mad steed.


  Jerry saw the peril, saw the frightful depths of the gulch, realized the awful fate impending, and what a plunge down there meant, and all the good and bad deeds of his life passed in swift review before him. There was no time to fall from Midnight’s back. There was no other way but to go down with the mad steed, unless—merciful Heaven! could the horse make the frightful leap to the other side?


  It was a moment beyond description. The Apaches were left far in the rear. Jerry lost his stirrups, and an awful wild glare came into his eyes as the mad steed reached the verge. Now or never! One wild plunge; like an arrow Midnight shot forward. A moment he seemed to dwell in mid air, and then—joy! his feet struck the opposite verge, he stumbled, slipped, recovered and went on down amountain path to the prairie again, the wild, baffled yells of the Apaches, who dared not follow, ringing in the half-insensible brain of Jerry Bunce.


  Two day’s later the young prospector, more dead than alive, reached the pony express station. For once Jerry’s love for adventure was sated. He never ventured to invade the Apache country again. The bones of Bill Gurney were found a year later by a troop of cavalry and buried, The marvelous leap of Midnight became a wonder and the talk of the region about for many years thereafter.
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