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CHAPTER o 18

FROM PARTIALLY overheard talk among Torrejon, Straker and Alvarez as they and
the other men moved back along the alley toward the plaza, Edge got the impression the
woman was considered the reason for the attack. These men were convinced the motive
was sexual jealousy and had nothing to do with the Bishopsburg business.

But he was not in any frame of mind to give this aspect of the matter much thought
as Rosita again led him by the hand toward the house where she lived with her father. His
arm hurt like hell during the half-mile trek to the isolated, single story, five-room adobe
place at the dead end of a winding track. And it continued to throb after he received some
gentle attention from the solicitous woman as she urged him to keep quiet so as not to
wake her father.

Then when the tender nursing was done and they both knew the blow had badly
bruised his arm but not broken it, Edge discovered the true reason why Rosita did not want
to have her sick father disturbed. This was less because she wished the fevered man to get
a peaceful night’s rest in his bedroom close to the spartanly furnished kitchen where she
ministered to Edge’s injury. More importantly tonight, she needed Antonio Jurez to remain
deeply asleep so he would not know that his daughter was entertaining a man in the house.

She was good. As good as Edge could remember any woman in bed for a very long
time. And afterwards, when he lay exhausted by her passionate demands, she breathing at
the calm cadence of easy sleep in his arms and sometimes murmuring soft words, he
reflected, without any carnal distraction, on the attack. While the degree of discomfort he
still suffered reminded him once again that he was not so young as he had been during
times when getting mixed up in such violent trouble seemed second nature to him.

Had Torrejon, Alvarez and Straker called it right?

Maybe the ambush had been set simply because he was with this woman. And if, on
the other hand, the reason had been related to the jailbreak back in Bishopsburg why was it
him who had he been singled out from the posse to get a beating or worse?

But if it was jealousy, or had been planned to signal local resentment about a
stranger going with a San Luis woman, it was probable that the sleeping Rosita knew the
attackers. Which meant she had lied to the Federale when he asked about the two men:
for a reason that would become apparent later this night while he was sleeping as deeply as

she was now?
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Hell, no! He could not believe Rosita Jurez was as cold bloodedly devious as that:
surely she could not give herself so completely and unashamedly to a man who she hated
enough to lead into a deadly trap . . .

He felt himself drifting toward sleep and made no effect to check the process.
Thought with a grim smile for a few drowsy seconds how the pair of Mexicans who made
the mistake of bushwhacking him were truly marked men: forbidden from showing their
scarred faces in this small community because they were sure to be recognised.

He awoke with a start while it was still dark and recalled, not so rapidly as he used
to, where he was and who he was with. Next knew he had not awakened naturally at the
end of a restful period of sleep which his wearied and pained body had surely needed. And
for awhile he held his own breath as he heard two other people breathing.

The woman in the bed beside him, inhaling and exhaling quietly and regularly, much
as when he last heard her as he sank into sleep himself. And a much more ragged sound:
on the other side of the bed, a little way off from it. And along with the sounds made by a
third person in this room where there should be only two, there was a smell: the
unmistakable stench of putrefaction.

‘Hey, gringo, you gonna do right by my little girl, eh?’

Rosita’s father spoke in harshly accented English, with the voice of a very sick man who had
to fight for each breath, which left him very little energy for talk.

Edge turned his head on the pillow. And let out his pent up breath when he saw the
man who sat hunched in the only chair in the cramped, ill-furnished bedroom illuminated by
the light of a flickering candle from beyond the half open door. The man’s slumped posture
was a match for his exhausted voice and he looked as sick as he sounded - and smelled.

Jurez could be aged anywhere between sixty and seventy, his medium height frame
emaciated and the face skeletal. There was not a hair on his sweat-beaded skull and his
slack mouth looked to be toothless. If there was any light in his deeply sunken eyes it was
not picked up by the dim flicker from the candle. He was attired in a crumpled striped
nightshirt that had maybe fitted him before serious sickness cost him so weight.

‘What's that you say, feller?” Edge was fully aware of what had been said to him and
used the just-roused-from-a-sound-sleep ploy to gain time to extricate himself from the
arms of the man’s daughter. Then he eased up painfully into a sitting position in the bed:
which brought his left hand close to the Colt in the holster on the gunbelt draped over the
bedhead.

‘T indulge in wishful thinking,” the sick old man said in the same laboured manner as

before. ‘I am dying and when I am finally dead my little girl will be an orphan.’
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He began a mirthless cackling laugh that immediately deteriorated into a croaking
cough which by clutching with both hands at his throat he managed to keep low before he
was able to check it. ‘A girl, gringo? An orphan? There is a joke, eh? Rosita is thirty years
old. A full-grown woman. And much experienced in certain ways of the world. As you
recently found out. But she is unmarried and I fear -*

Edge dragged his legs out from under the bedcovers and said as he pulled on his
underwear to cover the nakedness of his sex-satiated body: ‘You want me to say I'm sorry
for taking advantage of your daughter in your house, Jurez? It shouldn't have happened
and I ought to be ashamed of myself for letting it happen? Is that what you want to hear
me say?’

Despite his totally exhausted and utterly dejected attitude in the chair, the way the
old man waved his bony hands in a dismissive gesture made him look almost animated
while his sunken doleful eyes watched the grimacing Edge get dressed.

‘No, gringo. 1 know my daughter well. A man never takes advantage of her unless
that is what she wants him to think he is doing. I have long since ceased to pretend this
might be otherwise.” He shook his head and ran the back of a hand over his mouth. ‘But
sometimes when the man she goes with is other than one of the usual local peons . ..
None of who I ever blame for accepting what she offers. . . I feel the need to act as the
father I used to be many years ago. You are not looking for a wife, I suppose?’

‘No, feller.’

‘Is that because you already have one, perhaps?’

‘Not for a hell of a long time.” Edge peered hard at the old man, wondering if he was
about to preach some kind of lay sermon.

But then Jurez shook his head morosely again, sighed and said: ‘I now apologise to
you, gringo. It is none of my business.” He waved a hand to encompass the room. ‘None
of whatever happens here is any of my business. But I am the father of a daughter who
has not yet found a husband. And now that it is near the time for me to go to a better
place, I feel I must. . ."

Now his entire frame began to shake and for a few moments Edge thought it was a
symptom of his sickness that caused the trembling. Until he saw in the candlelight the
sparkling tears that spilled out of the deep pits of the suffering man’s eye sockets and
coursed down his hollow, deeply time-lined cheeks.

Edge spoke under his breath a string of obscenities while he searched his mind for
something to say. But he could not think of anything that had any relevance to the

situation. Outside of the empty words of an unwanted and insincere apology and banal
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predictions for the future that had scant chance of coming true. Then he sat on the side of
the bed and reached under it for his boots: froze in the act when he heard Rosita begin to
speak, her voice soft but harshly embittered.

She did not move at all and when he turned he saw her head remained firmly
pressed into the pillow while she peered fixedly straight up at the ceiling. On her less than
beautiful face was an expression that confirmed the depths of the vitriolic anger that
sounded in her low pitched voice.

This as she poured out sentiments no daughter should ever voice about her father.
Telling him he had no right to interfere in what she did with her life and how she could not
wait until he was dead so she would not have to endure him and his meddlesome ways any
longer.

When Edge looked toward the frail old man he saw Jurez was rising unsteadily to his
feet, wincing as if in physical pain. Which maybe he was. But more likely it was anguish
that shaped the expression.

Whether or not she heard the unobtrusive sounds he made getting up from the chair
and turning toward the doorway she did not falter in her whispered diatribe. And Edge
knew the distraught look Jurez directed toward the bed as he went out of the room was for
him. The door was left open.

‘Okay, lady.” Edge straightened up from the bed and when the stream of malevolent
abuse continued he sharpened his tone as he turned to look down at her. ‘I said okay,
Rosita! Your pa ain’t in the room to hear what you're saying anymore.’

She cut herself off in mid-flood and looked up at him with the scowl still firmly set on
her face. Then she swung her head to look miserably at the empty chair.

He reached for his hat as he said: ‘I guess you drove him away with all that bad
mouthing.’

‘Not before he has driven you away with talk of marriage to his daughter, it seems?’
she accused.

Edge gestured toward the window, where the dingy greyness of a new day’s false
dawn was starting to lighten the sky in the east. ‘It's time I went anyway. There are a
couple of chores I have to get done.’

She wriggled up into a sitting posture in the bed and modestly held the covers in
front of her fine breasts. In the time this took she had shed the expression of embittered ill
will and how showed a hangdog mixture of disappointment and helplessness.

‘Then it is best for you to go.’

‘T want to thank you.’
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‘That is not necessary. My need was as great as your own. Perhaps more so.’

‘If I'm ever through this way again I'll be sure to stop by. See you and your pa
again.’

She grimaced. ‘'By then he may have succeeded in finding some loco hombre who is
desperate enough to marry his ugly daughter.’

She raised her voice to pointedly insist that the old man overhear what she said.
‘But I do not think that is very likely. So you come back by all means, Senor Edge. Even
though it may be many years in the future and I will have grown old as well as ugly while
my father scares off all the men who might have -*

Edge broke in: ‘Take it easy, Rosita. Good looks ain’t everything.’

‘Only a man says such a thing. And never means it, I think. All cats are grey at
night, is that not what you men say?’

Edge leaned over the bed to kiss her. But she violently wrenched her head away
from him and hurriedly gathered the bedclothes more tightly around her naked torso then
implored:

‘Please go now. It was a very fine night. After the painful start and before the bad
ending.’

Edge remained stooped over the bed for a few more moments, then straightened up,
shrugged and put on his hat. ‘Whatever you say, Rosita. But you should know I can
understand your father’s point of view. He’s only trying to do what he thinks is right for
you. Adios.”’

'‘Adios, Senor Edge,’ she acknowledged softly, her voice trembling and her eyes near
to spilling tears.

He kept his face averted as he went to the doorway and out of the room. Beyond the
threshold saw that the door to the room down the hallway from where the flickering
candlelight came was open. And he paused to look toward it while he contemplated visiting
Jurez’s room: to apologise to the sick and surely dying old man for what had happened to
his daughter under his roof.

But he shook his head sharply and scowled as he rejected the idea because more
than enough had been said already he figured. But as he made to turn and go in the other
direction toward the rear door of the house by which Rosita had led him inside, the old man
called softly:

‘Hey, gringo! You have a few moments to spare, maybe?’

There was in his voice the same lack of spirit as when he was in his daughter’s room.

And so Edge felt moved to go toward the door that was ajar without apprehension and
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pushed it open wider. Found the smell of burning tobacco mostly masked the bad odour of
the man’s fevered and rotting flesh. Saw Jurez was again slumped in a chair, this time
staring fixedly out of an uncurtained window at the cloudless sky of breaking dawn as he
smoked the cigar, his legs and lower body wrapped in a blanket from off the mussed up bed

The sick old Mexican held up the half smoked cigar and said without turning to look
toward Edge: ‘I am told by San Luis’s apology for a medico that these things will kill me.
But at my age and in my poor health, I can think of few more pleasurable ways to go, eh?’

Edge went to stand with his back to the wall beside the window, where he was able
to look down on the shrivelled form of Antonio Jurez. ‘Hell of a thing, how vices that are
bad for us are the most enjoyable ways to fill our time, feller.’

Jurez grimaced through the window and looked as if he was going to comment
reflectively on what Edge had said. But instead he went off at a tangent. ‘I hear you are
one of the posse of lawmen from some town across the border in Texas?’

‘The town of Bishopsburg. I was just a part time deputy for awhile.’

'Si. Since I have been sick Rosita has brought me the news from San Luis.
Yesterday she told me about the arrival of you and your compadres in the village. Said two
of you were gringos and all were lawmen. We get quite a few of that kind through here:
gringos, I mean. Hardly ever any lawmen, though.’

'Did she tell you why we're here, feller?’

‘Si. There is bad trouble concerning the Martinez family. The wild young son of
Eduardo Martinez is running away from the hanging rope, is that not so?’

‘If he’s found and then gets found guilty, that’s what he’ll have been running away
from sure enough.’

‘But he cannot be found guilty or innocent until he is put on trial in a court in Texas?’

‘Lawmen are supposed to do things by the law.’

‘I heard some of the posse are not lawmen?’

‘Some help was hired on. Like me. Sworn in by the regular sheriff as deputies for
this one job.’

‘I recognise the names of the Mexicans riding in your posse, Senor Edge. Raul
Alvarez. Paco Diego. A man named Zamorra.’

‘They claim they were never in San Luis before.’

‘That is perhaps so. But to some of us they are known by their reputations. They
and the fourth man, too - Pedro Sanchez. Si. .. they are all bandits.’

‘The Bishopsburg sheriff knew that when he gave them badges.’

‘They have caused much bad feeling here in San Luis.’
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Edge gently massaged his pained right arm. ‘It wasn’t them made be feel bad,
feller.’

‘Senor?’ Jurez showed a puzzled frown.

‘No sweat. I was just thinking aloud. Something that’s between me and a couple of
other fellers. My own bad business and I'll handle it.’

The old man huddled in the chair shrugged his narrow shoulders. ‘The people here in
this village are the kind of men these bandits used to be - hard working and poor, but they
are honest. Despite much hardship nobody in San Luis has ever gone the way of the
outlaw.’

‘Maybe because there was no reason for that to happen, feller? Alvarez and his
buddies say Eduardo Martinez drove them outside the law.’

Jurez made a short guttural sound of disgust, drew in too much cigar smoke, vented
a wracking cough and waved away Edge as he leaned down to help him. He clutched at his
throat and took several deep breaths. ‘'Gracias, senor. It is all right. I am able to take
care of it myself. As all around here take care of themselves. And are able to do this
because of the Martinez family.’

He looked up, expecting a question but Edge nodded for him to go on as he delved in
a shirt pocket for the makings. ‘You see, all the farms for many miles around San Luis are
owned by Eduardo Martinez. As are our business premises and our houses: the whole
village. But we do our work and we earn enough to pay our rents and to eat and to clothe
ourselves and those who depend upon us.’

‘I heard that was the way it used to be for Alvarez and the others one time,” Edge
said as he began to roll a cigarette.

Jurez grimaced but offered no denial of this. ‘We do not seek to get what we do not
earn by stealing it. We are honest and decent and so we have only contempt for such men
as Alvarez and those like him.’

Edge said evenly: ‘I'm just repeating what I was told. I know for sure that they were
in Bishopsburg when they were needed. To help track down a wanted rapist and Killer.’

‘I am not long for this world, gringo. 1 do not complain of this because I have been
on this earth longer than many I have known. And for the most part the life I have lived
has been as good as I have been able to make it.’

Edge struck a match on the butt of his holstered revolver to light his cigarette as
Jurez went on:

‘For myself and for my dear wife when she lived. And for our unfortunate daughter

who was a very beautiful child before the smallpox scarred her so badly. And for most of
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this time, to make it as good as I am able to, I have been careful to avoid trouble. So it
may be fairly said I have never done anything of note in my life, eh?’

‘Just like most people in the world, I guess.’

'Si.”

‘But now?’

‘But now that I am surely not much longer for this dull, trouble-free existence I have
lived I wish to do something worthwhile. Though I doubt anybody else in San Luis would
agree it is a worthy ambition.’

He looked hard at Edge then drew deeply against the cigar and once again peered
fixedly out through the window at the barren Mexican landscape over which the light of the
new day was brightening by the moment as the sun inched higher up the perfect sky.

‘But now you don't give too much of a damn about what other people think, I guess?’

'Si, senor. It has been a lifelong failing of mine that I have concerned myself too
much with what other people thought. Now I care only that what I intend to do is right to
my own way of thinking.’

‘To do about the feller the posse came down here to find?’

'Si.  In my opinion, as the father of a daughter, if Jose Martinez murdered a young
girl after he forced himself on her then he deserves to be hanged. If he is found guilty at a
fair trial.’

‘If Ted Straker ever gets him back to Bishopsburg, that’s what he’ll be given.’

‘Raul Alvarez and his bandits?’

‘What about them?’

‘They share the sheriff’s intention to bring the Martinez boy to trial?’

‘It’s what they’re sworn in as deputies to do.’

‘For whatever reason?’

‘I don’t see that their reasons matter. As long as they do what they hired on for.’

Jurez’s cigar had gone out and he removed it from between his thin lips. And studied
it intently as he considered the response and at length he nodded qualified agreement.
Then he sighed and said flatly: ‘I can tell you where to find the Martinez boy, senor.”

Now he peered fixedly up at Edge again, the faint trace of a smile on his sickness-
drained face that was as grey as the sky had been during the false dawn. It was an
expression that suggested he was greatly relieved to have spoken aloud the decision he had
made.

Edge said: ‘It would sure save Straker a lot of time and trouble to have that

information, feller.’
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‘I will do this on the understanding that the Martinez boy is treated fairly? And I
require to be reasonably well rewarded for my co-operation?’

‘He'll get justice, feller.” Edge straightened up from the wall and glanced through the
window. Listened for any sounds of activity in the small community that could signal
Straker and the rest of the men were preparing to leave San Luis, maybe no longer as a
legally constituted posse. '‘But I'm not a deputy any longer and I never was the top hand in
the posse, Jurez. So if you're looking for a money deal, somebody else will have to okay it.’

‘T certainly require payment in dinero, gringo. American dollars.’

‘How many dollars?’

‘Sufficient for Rosita to leave San Luis and go to Mexico City. So she can begin a
new life for herself there. A much better one than is offered to an ageing and homely
spinster running an unprofitable livery stable in this village. A place where she will be
despised if it is ever known her father betrayed the son of Eduardo Martinez to the gringo
lawmen and their bandit amigos.”’

Edge raised his hands in a gesture of compliance. 'No sweat, feller: as far as I'm
concerned. It's right that a man should want to provide for his only daughter. But what
kind of money are we talking about?’

‘T think it will be enough for Rosita to start her new life in Mexico City if the amount is
one thousand American dollars.’

Edge exhaled a stream of smoke from between pursed lips. ‘It sounds kind of steep
to me.’

‘Or perhaps it is too cheap?’ Jurez countered enigmatically. ‘Just two hundred and
fifty dollars for each of those the posse is hunting? Because there are four of them, are
there not?’

‘Maybe the head honchos who run the law in Texas could stretch to that much. I
don’t know. But it's not the kind of folding money the Bishopsburg sheriff carries in a hip
pocket when he heads up a posse, I'd guess.’

The old man suddenly looked like he had not slept for many nights. Or perhaps it
was just that in the brightening daylight it could be seen that he looked a step nearer to
death as he replied evenly: ‘I understand this. So I realise that I must trust you, Senor
Edge. But I think that from my discussion with you in the matter of my daughter’s

\

unhealthy liking for . . . ' His voice trailed off in shamed embarrassment as he chewed on a
slack lower lip.

Edge said: I get your drift, feller.’
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'Gracias. So I feel I am able to trust you. When it is done you will see to it that the
money is given to Rosita. Of this I am sure.’

‘If the reward money is put up, you can rely on me to do the best I can.’

‘If it is agreed by the Bishopsburg sheriff that those he hunts are worth so much
dinero?’

‘T'll need to check with Ted Straker.” He moved to the door. ‘Be back just as soon as
I can.’

‘Tell the sheriff, gringo. Two hundred and fifty dollars a head is all I ask. For Jose
Martinez and the three who took him from the Bishopsburg jailhouse. It is very cheap, I
think.’

‘Not quite so cheap as that after I've concluded my business hereabouts, feller,” Edge
corrected. ‘Then it'll work out at about three hundred and thirty three bucks a head.

'Que, senor?’

Edge stepped out into the hallway. ‘Because there’ll be just three wanted fugitives
left alive. On account of the main reason I came down here was to find a bay gelding a
feller stole from me.’

‘T do not understand.’

‘There’s no reason you should but it could give some people a horselaugh, feller. 1

guess you could say I only came along for the ride.’
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CHAPTER ¢ 19

SAN LUIS was as quiet this Sunday morning as it had been when the posse from
Bishopsburg rode in off the north trail yesterday.

But today, Edge saw as he emerged from the alley between the church and the store,
there were no colourful flags or streamers strung from the facades of the silent buildings or
draping the dour faced statue of the military man at the centre of the plaza. And no sudden
burst of hymn singing sounded from the church. Not even the mangy dog showed up to lift
a leg at a corner of a building.

He was warily suspicious as he struck a match on the wall of the church, re-lit his
part-smoked cigarette and raked his narrowed-eyed gaze over the brightly sunlit, dusty and
ominously silent vista before him. And was briefly reminded of ghost towns he had ridden
through in the distant past. But this was not quite like any of those abandoned
communities and the feeling that it triggered in him this morning was not like any other he
had experienced way back then.

Only hours before, San Luis had been peopled by many dour faced men and women
and their dejected looking children. While two days ago it had by all accounts bustled with
the good-humoured activity of a fiesta. And knowing of these contrasting moods of this
village from personal experience and by hearsay and now sensing the eerie emptiness of
the place, Edge’s mind became host to unfamiliar unreasoning misgivings about the
unknown.

He shook his head, seeking to dislodge the disturbing line of thought that
threatened: and made to step out on to the plaza, intending to go toward the Federale post
or maybe the cantina on adjacent corners of the plaza to his right.

Until he heard something from the livery stable on the other side of the church from
where he stood. Nothing that was unusual from such a place: just the subdued noises a
horse made as it moved restlessly in its stall: but the unobtrusive sounds echoed - like the
building was empty of all other animals.

Both doors were firmly closed but one swung easily open when he pulled at it. And
from the threshold he saw just three horses remained in the building. Two of them he did
not recognise but the third was the gelding he had ridden from Bishopsburg to San Luis.
His saddle and accoutrements were the only ones in the tack area at the rear. So all the

posses’ mounts had been saddled up and taken out of the stable.
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‘They have left the village, senor!” There was a faint echo to the words yelled across
the plaza. ‘The Bishopsburg sheriff gave me a message for you!”

Edge turned on the threshold of the livery and looked to where the slightly built
Sergeante Manuel Torrejon stood in the open doorway of the Federale post, unshaven like
Edge, and still sloppily dressed in the same crumpled and sweat stained uniform he had
worn yesterday.

The Mexican had re-lit the stub of an old cigar by the time Edge crossed the plaza
and begun to experience a sense that he was being watched by eyes other than those of
the only man in sight. And abruptly it was easy to imagine that the surrounding buildings
which minutes ago had seemed abandoned in the rising heat of the morning sunlight were
now filled with hostile spectators.

‘You want to tell me, feller?’

Torrejon nodded eagerly. ‘Sheriff Straker and the men with him have gone back to
where they came from, Senor Edge.” He waved a hand toward the north. ‘They have all
returned to the town of Bishopsburg.’

He was uncomfortable, maybe because he was lying or scared or simply because he
was too warm in his shabby and long unlaundered uniform: perhaps all of this.

‘The message is that you are to follow them if you want to resume the duties of a
deputy. After you have recovered from your injury. As soon as you feel able to make such
an arduous journey.’

‘Ted Straker said that?’

'Si, senor. He gave me this message to pass to you.’

‘When did he do that?’

‘Late in the night,’

‘I figure there has to be more to it than that, feller.’

‘Senor?’” The short and skinny man was smoking the cigar too quickly while his
darting eyes looked everywhere but into the heavily bristled, impassively set face of the
taller and more broadly built Edge.

‘They didn't just pull out of here for no good reason?’

‘Ah, si.” Torrejon inhaled deeply from the cigar and let the smoke out nosily. ‘The
Indian came back and he talked with the sheriff.’

‘Indian?’ Edge was sure this could be only one man.

'Si, senor. An Indian, although I do not think he is a full-blooded Navajo.’

Edge instantly had a vivid image of the mixed breed he last saw scurrying down Main

Street in Bishopsburg, a bottle of rye tightly clutched inside his shirt. And checked his
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mind from racing beyond this point while he rasped the back of thumbnail across his right
cheek. ‘That would have been a feller with a scar, from here to here?’

Torrejon bobbed his head and fixed a smile on his sweat run face. 'S/, senor. He is
known as Billy and it is plain you know of him?’

Edge’s mind filled with another image - of the mixed breed riding his bay gelding.
And reminded the Federale: ‘You said Billy Injun came back - so he was here before?’

The now more at ease man nodded vigorously. ‘He came to San Luis the first time
during the fiesta. While there was much happiness with lots of drinking of pulque and
tequila.’

‘He'd have liked that,” Edge said caustically and tossed away his cigarette butt.

'Si, you clearly know him well. He got very drunk and attempted to pick fights with
many men. So it was necessary to lock him in a cell at the post here.” He jerked a thumb
over his shoulder. ‘He slept and caused no more trouble. Then in the morning when he
woke up he did not want to fight any more. I set him free and he left San Luis. Before
everyone went to church for the service to end the fiesta. Before you and the other
hombres from Texas came.’

‘Billy Injun.” Edge murmured aloud the thought and shook his head reflectively.

‘That is the one, Senor Edge. People at the Fiesta of San Luis were joyful - happy
and generous. It is the same each year. Everyone liked everybody else. The Indian was
supplied with many free drinks. But after he became so very drunk . . . * Torrejon grimaced
and shrugged. ‘People refused to share with him any more. And then he was no longer
friendly. He just wanted to pick fights for no reason.’

‘I heard he ain’t the most popular feller in Bishopsburg when he’s liquored up. You
never made mention of Billy Injun when we asked questions yesterday. Nobody around
here did.” Even as he made the criticism Edge guessed the kind of response it would draw.

‘You asked only about Jose Martinez and those who helped him to escape, did you
not, senor?’

‘Billy Injun comes from Bishopsburg, so it seems to me a lawman like you ought to
have -

‘Por favor, he never said where he came from,” Torrejon cut in quickly, an expression
of unabashed innocence on his angular featured face. '‘And I did not ask. Nor anyone else,

I think. An Indian ... A drunken Indian?'
He spread his hands to the sides and shrugged his skinny shoulders.
Edge gently massaged his aching right arm and asked: ‘Tell me about Billy coming

back to San Luis last night?’
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‘T know only what I was told, Senor Edge.’

‘You what?’

Edge’s glinting eyed fixed stare at the uniformed man severely undermined the
Federale’s recently established confidence. He tossed aside his smoked out cigar and
fumbled another from his tunic pocket, toyed with it in both hands for several moments
then met and held Edge’s demanding gaze.

‘I was asleep in my house with my wife.” He spoke rapidly. ‘After the long night of
the fiesta followed by a day of much worry after you and your compadres came to San Luis
I was very tired. You understand how this can be?’

‘We all get tired, feller,” Edge allowed pointedly.

Torrejon sighed. 'Si, okay. I will try to be brief. Last night I think I could have slept
through an earthquake if there had been one. But I woke when the Bishopsburg sheriff
came to my house. To tell me the Indian had returned. Like you, the sheriff was very
angry that nobody spoke of this man, butI -"

‘Yeah, that would figure,” Edge cut in. 'So, what did Billy say that sent the posse
high-tailing it back to Bishopsburg?’

Torrejon fixed the look of wide-eyed innocence on his features again. Gave another
shrug accompanied by the same splayed hands, palms up gesture as before. ‘I was not
told this, senor. Which I do not like. I resent it because I think it means I am not to be
trusted with the information. It seemed to me that the sheriff told me only what he had to
out of courtesy - as one peace officer to another - that his business in my jurisdiction was
completed.’

‘You said Straker made mention of me?’

‘Si, Senor Edge. Sheriff Straker came to my house to see me while the others were
at the Jurez livery preparing their horses to leave. And after he told me they were leaving
he gave me the message which I have told you.’

‘You sure that’s all Straker said?’

Torrejon’s tone became apologetic. ‘Well, he did say that he did not want the posse
to be slowed down by an injured man. He said he was sure you would understand this.
You looked to be in really bad shape after the attack on you last night.” Just a shrug now,
before he lit the cigar at last and said on a stream of smoke: ‘I cannot think there is
anything else I am able to tell you.’

‘Maybe one more thing?’

He scratched the side of his head. ‘I don't think I have forgotten anything.’
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‘When Billy Injun showed up in San Luis, left and then came back again, was he on a
horse?’

Torrejon was puzzled. ‘This I do not know. I did not see him arrive the first time -
during so much activity at the fiesta. And after I released him I do not know where he
went or how he got there.’

‘And last night?’

‘I did not see him at all. While I was sleeping at home he went to the cantina to
speak with your compadres. If he did put a horse in the livery stable, the lady you were
with last night would know of this?’

‘Much obliged,” Edge said and made to turn away. But checked the move and raked
his gaze over the blank fagcades of the silent buildings surrounding the plaza. ‘Where the
hell is everybody this morning?’

The Federale was solemn faced when he replied: ‘They are afraid, senor.”’

‘What of?’

‘They fear that if Eduardo Martinez suspects any of them gave information to the
lawmen from Bishopsburg that he will make all in San Luis suffer for it. So they stay inside
and they worry and they pray.’

While he absently ran the hand of his uninjured arm over the pained area of the
other one Edge made a second careful survey of his surroundings but learned nothing from
it. Registered no more than a heightened awareness of being watched. With malevolence
maybe, but still there was no sixth sense warning to signal an unseen threat.

Torrejon went on: ‘They pray, senor: pray that this business will soon end. And that
it will be over without them getting involved. But they are in truth innocent of involvement.
Except as unwilling bystanders, is that not so?’

While he listened to the doleful Federale Edge thought about asking the man if there
had been any other strangers - or unusual incidents - in San Luis recently, which he had
failed to mention because the direct questions had not been put. And there was the
unresolved matter of the two men with newly scarred faces who would not be able to merge
innocently into the background of such a small community as this.

But, Edge figured, since he had marked the pair of bushwhackers so badly, that
ought to be vengeance enough for him. And right now the unfinished business at the Jurez
house along with that which had started north of the border in Bishopsburg was more
pressing. He said as he tipped his hat: 'Haste /a vista, Sergeante Torrejon.’

‘You will perhaps be kind enough to do me a favour, Senor Edge?’ The tentative

Federale chewed his lower lip.
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‘I'm not much for making promises unless I know for sure there’s a good chance I
can keep them, feller.’

'Si. T understand this. And to me that means you are an honourable man. All I ask
is that should you be in a position to do so, you will tell Eduardo Martinez that nobody in
San Luis said anything to help you re-capture his only son?’

‘Mostly I tell the truth,” Edge answered and moved off across the plaza, glanced up at
the bird limed statue of the grim looking figure in military uniform and murmured out of the
corner of his mouth: ‘I figure if you could talk you’d have a tale to tell, uh feller? But being
where you are I ain't so sure it would be the truth.’

He re-entered the livery, saddled his horse and rode at an easy pace to the Jurez
house at the end of the track outside of town. Where the small adobe looked to be
deserted and was as quiet as the buildings around the plaza in the village as the sun rose
high enough to start the daily process of baking everything beneath its inexorable course
across the cloudless sky.

After he closed the rear door of the house behind him he called: ‘It's Edge.’

When he heard only silence coming down the hallway he raised his voice: ‘Rosita?
Senor Jurez?’

Now he heard subdued sobbing and recognised it was a woman who wept. But the
sound did not come from Rosita’s bedroom immediately to his right as he moved further
into the house. Her door was wide open so he could see into the empty room where the
covers had been dragged off the bed on to the floor and the chair where her father had sat
was overturned, like she had rushed in alarm from the room.

Gone to her father’s room from where the sobbing came. He lengthened his stride
and three feet from this open doorway dropped a hand to drape the walnut butt of his
holstered Colt. Grimaced as the ache in his arm exploded with searing heat from the
sudden move.

He briefly recalled the eerie stillness of the outwardly empty town and the
uncorroborated explanation for this offered by Torrejon. Thought that maybe it was all a
ruse of which this was the deadly climax. But by now it was too late. For if men with lethal
intent were waiting for him to be lured into a trap by the histrionic sobs of a woman he was
already securely ensnared in it.

He reached the threshold of the room, looked inside and allowed the hand of his
pained arm to fall away from the revolver butt. For now he could clearly see that the

weeping of the woman was a genuine outlet for her grief as she knelt on the floor beside
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the chair facing the window where the dying old man had been seated when Edge was last
here.

‘Rosita?’

She wrenched up her head and snatched her hands away from the chair. For
stretched seconds peered across the room at Edge like she failed to recognise him: saw him
as a menacing stranger. Then her glistening with moisture dark eyes showed she
registered who he was and she vented a final sob. Much louder than the others, as if the
sound was composed of all those which had been trapped within her during the tense
moments of terror between becoming aware of his presence and the blessed realisation he
was a man who meant her no harm.

‘Edge.” The name was whispered harshly between trembling lips from out of a
constricted throat. ‘Edge, my father is dead.’

His initial reaction was of irritation as he watched the woman scramble awkwardly to
her feet. Because the death of Jurez meant the old man could not provide the information
he needed to hear: to match up with what the Federale had told him. But this uncharitably
cold emotion lasted for just a moment before he experienced genuine sympathy for Rosita
in her loss. He took a pace toward her and attempted to offer the distraught woman some
kind of consolation.

‘Well, I guess it wasn’t unexpected. So I reckon -*

She shook her head, her long dark hair swinging violently out to either side of her
disease scarred face. '‘No, you don’t understand. They have killed him.’

She extended her hands toward Edge, palms uppermost, to display the dull coloured
congealed blood on them. And he advanced further into the room as she stepped aside,
away from the chair, so he was able to get between it and her and look down at the corpse.

He saw first the wooden handle of the knife that had been plunged deep into the
centre of Jurez’s belly, then that the man’s head was tilted on to his right shoulder, the
mouth sagging open, the sightless eyes unnaturally wide and totally expressionless. His
slight form looked even more emaciated in death than when he had been living.

Edge did not take the time to search for a pulse because there was absolutely no
doubt that the sick old man had suffered a more premature death than he had been
expecting: and that it had happened more than a few minutes ago. As he turned from the
corpse, Rosita confirmed in a monotone:

‘He was murdered very soon after you left, Edge.’

She had moved to the side of the bed, like she thought she may collapse in a faint

and it was better to do it there than fall to the floor. ‘There were voices. Too low for me to
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hear what was said. At first I thought I was mistaken about you leaving. And that you and
my father were still talking together. But then there was a cry. Not loud: more like a gasp.’

She continued to stare fixedly into the middle distance while her tone remained
totally lacking in emotion. ‘It was the death cry of my father, I think. And then there was
much noise as the men fled from the house.’

‘There was a whole bunch of them, Rosita?’

She shrugged. ‘Two. Or perhaps more. I do not know. I came quickly, but they
were gone. And I found him like this: already dead. With no time to tell me anything
about those who murdered him. Or say his farewells: or for me to say adios to him.’

Talk or perhaps the strain of keeping her feelings under control seemed to completely
drain her reserves of compassion and when she was finished she looked incapable of ever
again experiencing deep emotion.

‘If you didn’t see anything of them, did you recognise their voices, maybe?’

‘No, Edge. But I know who they are.’

‘How can you?’

‘The same as I know the men who attacked you last night.’

‘Those same two were part of what happened here?’

She grimaced and shrugged, then said in an embittered tone as she turned her
unblinking gaze to peer out of the window: ‘My father said he would tell you how to find the
people you are looking for, is that not so?’

‘Sure, Rosita. But that can wait for now. If you know who murdered your father we
ought to -*

‘He was Killed by the people of this town,’ she cut in and moved a hand in a negative
gesture. '‘They are all the same. Those who committed the act with the knife and those
who support what was done by staying silent. I will take you to the men you want. We can
go right away?’

‘So you can’t name the men who killed your pa, Rosita?'

‘I do not care whose hand it was that plunged the knife into his body. All of them are
equally guilty. And I do not wish to remain among such worthless creatures for a moment
longer than is necessary. I am ready to leave at once. If you will take me?’

Only now did Edge register the significance of the fact that Rosita was again clothed
in the same shapeless grey shirt and pants she had worn yesterday before she took him
into her bed. Which meant that since the sounds of the murder had caused her to lunge

out of her room and rush to that of her father she had taken the time to get dressed then
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come back here to weep for his passing. Which did not necessarily mean her grief was any
less profound than it seemed to be.

‘You know about the deal your pa wanted to make?’

'Si. I overheard you talking. But I do not require payment in money for what I am
willing to do for you, Edge. I want only to be gone from this place.’

She strode to the door, halted and frowned back over her shoulder as she demanded
harshly: *‘Well, do you want to find Jose Martinez or not?’

‘Don’t you want to see to it the proper arrangements are made for a decent funeral,
Rosita?’

She shook her head as violently as earlier. ‘Despite what I said about him in the final
hour of his life I loved my father. And I will remember him with deep affection. I treasure
the memories I have of him when he was a strong and healthy man and lived his life to the
full.’

She pointed toward the dead man. ‘That is no longer my father. For many years,
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ever since the sickness overtook him and he . . . ' She lost the thread, unable to express
what was in her mind, then shrugged and finished: ‘Anyway, what he is how was made by
the people of San Luis. And what mess they have made they can clear away: if they even
bother to take the trouble. Come, let us leave here, por favor.”

Edge did as she bid him but once out of the room he took the lead. Went ahead of
her to the rear door of the house and eased it open, carefully checked the surrounding area
and saw no movement. Then as he controlled his horse by the bridle while Rosita walked
alongside him he kept the hand of his pained arm close to the holstered Colt. So that every
step of the way from the Jurez house to the Jurez livery he was ready to meet violence with
violence. Respond in an instant if any of the unseen people in this silent town tried to end
the life of the daughter just as they had killed father - or take his own.

Inside the stable she began to saddle her mount without haste while Edge remained
outside, raking his glinting eyed gaze back and forth across the facades of the buildings on
all four sides of the plaza.

It was toward mid-morning now and at such a time of day there should have been
people about, smoke rising from chimneys, the smell of food being cooked and some kind
of activity at the cantina and the general store. But the doors of the business premises
were as firmly closed as the ones of the houses. Likewise that of the Federale post behind
the flagpole.

Rosita emerged with her horse to announce: 'l am ready, Edge. We can leave now?’

‘No sweat.’
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After they had swung up into their saddles and she began to lead the way across the
plaza toward the start of the north trail she looked constantly about her, blatant contempt
inscribed on her smallpox-pitted face. And seemed to be always on the point of shrieking
aloud her ill feelings for the unseen people of San Luis who remained as silent as the grim
faced statue.

Edge said: ‘Pretty damn quiet still, uh?’

‘What you hear is the silence of shame.’

‘Whatever causes it, it sure gives me one hell of an itch between the shoulder
blades,’ he growled. ‘They could cut us down as easy as swatting a couple of flies, lady.’

‘But they will not,” Rosita assured him grimly.

‘How can you be so sure of that?’

‘Because they are craven cowards who can only condone acts of murder, Edge. They
have not the stomach or the courage to do anything except cower trembling in the darkness
and keep their lips sealed. They pretend they are so respectable and honest and -

‘Okay, I get the message,’ Edge cut in as her voice began to rise in volume and her
head moved more vigorously from side to side, determined now to ensure her denunciation
of the people of the village reached every corner of the plaza.

'Lo siento,” she apologised softly.

‘It ain’t just in San Luis, Rosita,” he said with a shrug. ‘When the chips are down
most everybody everywhere thinks only about themselves and their own. And I guess they
can’t be blamed for being that way.’

‘I do not believe that you think like that.’

‘Because I've got nothing much to lose.’

‘You surely have your self respect?’

‘I said nothing much,’ he reminded with a brief wry grin.

‘Like the people of San Luis have little of that quality.” Her tone and expression
hardened. '‘But you are not meek and mild like them.’

‘Nobody ever accused me of being that, lady,” he agreed. ‘So I guess I ain’t in line to
inherit the earth.’

As they left the plaza and started along the open trail she seemed to instantly put
San Luis and its citizens out of her mind as she asked earnestly: ‘Just what does a man like
you want out of life, Edge?’

He dug into a shirt pocket for the makings and showed a glinting eyed grin when he
replied: ‘Since I ain’t going to inherit the whole bundle I wouldn’t mind it if somebody willed

me a little piece of it. Maybe with some paydirt underneath.’
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CHAPTER ¢ 20

THERE WAS no more talk while Edge rolled, lit and half smoked a cigarette. By
which time they had reached the southern mouth of the ravine to the north of San Luis.
Then, after Rosita had taken a final backward look toward the village Edge said:

‘After I left your house the first time this morning I talked with Manuel Torrejon.’

‘That useless Federale is as weak and cowardly as every other man in San Luis!” Her
face showed more ill feeling than she had the strength of will to generate in her tone. And
then her expression became as tightly controlled as her voice when she asked: ‘What did
the estupido hombre have to say for himself?’

Edge gave her a truncated account of the early morning exchange as they rode
deeper into the ravine and because he had no reason to distrust Rosita Jurez he did not pay
any kind of close attention to her as she rode silently at his side. But between maintaining
a less meticulous watch on their surroundings than back in San Luis, he often glanced at
the woman’s profile: saw she was sometimes mildly surprised by what he told her, mostly
was scornful.

‘So?’ he asked eventually.

They had been clear of the northern end of the ravine for awhile and now, after he
had finished talking, there was just the clop of the hooves on the hard packed ground of the
Sierra Madre foothills to disturb the encircling stillness of the bright, hot morning.

‘I do not think Manuel Torrejon would be able to make up such a tale, querido,’” she
said pensively and grimaced as she added: ‘He does not have the brain for it.’

‘You father was going to tell me where to find Jose Martinez, Rosita. And you said
you'd give me the information now he’s dead.’

'Si.”

‘So, how does what you know match up with what Torrejon told me?’

She nodded emphatically. ‘I can tell you that Jose Martinez is going to be taken back
to the Martinez hacienda. That is at Bishopsburg, no?’

‘Not in town, but it’s not far off.” He hardened his tone. ‘'So the kid and the bunch
who broke him out of jail were all in San Luis for sure?’

‘For a short time only, Edge. They arrived in the dead of night. On foot, after the

Fiesta of San Luis was finished. When most people were deeply asleep from the effects of
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too much tequila and pulque. But not Fidel Hernandel and Marco Diaz: those two remained
wide-awake as they waited in the cantina. Where they had been staying for two days.’

‘Not local men?’

‘No, they were not from San Luis. They are in the employ of Eduardo Martinez. And
are close friends of Jose Martinez. I will tell you about this later?’ Her large eyes implored
him not to press her for this information yet.

Edge nodded and allowed on a stream of expelled tobacco smoke: ‘No sweat. You
were in the cantina late? After the fiesta was over?’

'Si. The lazy Alfredo and Carmen Herrero had long gone to bed and I remained to
serve drinks to Hernandel and Diaz. Mostly this was coffee but also a little tequila. And
they told me that later I must perhaps prepare food for when the guests they expected
arrived. Maybe too, I must provide other services.’

Edge met the steady gaze in her expressive eyes, read the tacit message in them
and nodded his uncritical understanding of what she was feeling. ‘None of us can ever undo
any of what we felt we had to do in the past, Rosita.’

She sighed. 'Si. But it was all right for me when Jose Martinez and two gringos and
a Mexican woman came to San Luis. It was a cause for celebration in the cantina. For
Hernandel paid much money to the two gringos and they all began to drink. But they
required no food: nor anything else, so I was dismissed.’

Her eyes glinted with anger and her tone became embittered. ‘I think Jose did not
even remember me.’

‘Remember you from where and for what?’

She pleaded again in the same tone as before: ‘I will tell you of this later.’

‘Okay.’

‘So, I was about to leave from the rear door of the cantina to go to my father’s house
when a horse was heard to gallop into San Luis. I could hear that all the men were afraid
and they drew their pistols. But the rider was another one in the pay of Eduardo Martinez.’

She briefly showed the trace of a cynical smile. ‘He brought bad news. 1 listened to
him report that Eduardo Martinez was very sick from a heart seizure. He told that it
seemed the old man had not long to live and he wished to see his only son before the end.’

‘Sonofabitch,” Edge muttered.

‘So they all left: Jose Martinez and the two gringos, the woman and the messenger
who came with the news. They took horses from my father’s livery without leaving

payment and rode away from San Luis in a very great hurry.’
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‘What about the two fellers who were waiting in the cantina for them? Who paid off
the two Americans who broke the Martinez boy out of the Bishopsburg jailhouse? What
happened to them?’

‘This I do not know, querido.” Which made it the second time she had used the term
of endearment for Edge. ‘As I said, I was out back in the kitchen when the messenger
came with the news of the old man’s iliness. I left by the rear door and hurried home to tell
my father what I had overheard.’

‘And you and him stayed as tight mouthed as all the others about what happened?’
he accused.

‘My father ordered me to say nothing!” She was on the brink of an anger she was
perhaps too drained to vent. ‘He said he could perhaps turn what we knew to our
advantage. And he was trying to do that when he was killed, is that not so?’

‘Yeah,” Edge allowed and tossed away his smoked out cigarette butt.

‘Do you want me to tell you now of what happened in the past?’

‘In awhile, Rosita. But first off I need to know if you saw anything of a mixed breed
named Billy Injun in San Luis? The feller who Torrejon told me showed up there when the
fiesta was in full swing?’

'l heard that an Indian was making trouble because he was drunk and that Manuel
Torrejon threw him in jail. But I know nothing else of him.’

‘You didn't take care of a horse for him in your pa’s livery stable?

‘No, I did not.’

‘One other thing. The two fellers who waited at the cantina?’

‘Their names are Hernandel and Diaz.’

‘Were they the same ones who jumped me in the cemetery last night?’

She was anxiously pensive for a few moments then finally admitted: ‘I can say
nothing else but perhaps, Edge. I saw them often in the cantina. Where it was light with
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the lamps, of course. But last night She shrugged. ‘I was afraid and it was very
dark behind the church. They moved so quickly in the attack and then after you -*

‘Okay, no sweat,’ he assured her.

'If it was those, then it was perhaps also they who killed me father do you think?’

‘That could be, I guess. You want to tell me now about what it was that happened a
time ago?’

'Si.” She sighed deeply and nodded several times. ‘How I knew of Jose’s amigos -

Fidel Hernandel and Marco Diaz. Why they said what they did at the cantina. This will
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explain, too, why the people of San Luis have acted as they have. Even though I do not
think it excuses them?’

Edge encouraged: ‘If we have to ride all the way up to Bishopsburg there’ll be plenty
of time for you to talk and for me to listen.’

She peered northward across the sun-baked terrain but in her dark eyes was the kind
of remote expression that suggested she was gazing into the past rather than at what lay
ahead. ‘It was more than a year ago. Three Americanos rode into San Luis and held up
Alfredo Herrero at the cantina. Stole only a handful of pesos but killed a small boy as they
galloped away. More a baby than a child - only three years old. They ran him down with
their horse before the mother could get to where he was playing on the plaza.’

Edge struck a match on the stock of the Winchester in his saddle boot and lit a
freshly rolled cigarette as Rosita went on: ‘Jose and his two amigos were in the village
collecting rents and they demanded to ride with Manuel Torrejon to track the robbers. And
the three of them captured the fugitives and brought them back to San Luis.’

She shuddered at a bad memory. ‘The sergeante tried to stop them and some others
protested. But Jose Martinez and Hernandel and Diaz lynched the Americanos from the
church tower.’

She directed a sidelong glance at Edge, drew nothing from his impassive profile and
went on: ‘After the lynching there was much drinking. And even some of those who had
opposed the hanging joined in with the despicable celebrations.’

‘That can happen at a lynching,” Edge said to fill the pause she left while she came to
terms with her vivid recollections of an evil day.

‘T am not familiar with such disgraceful events. Afterwards just a few people thought
that what had happened meant the men of the lynch mob were as base as those they had
hanged. And ever since that day a great many in San Luis have considered they owe a
debt of gratitude to Jose Martinez.’

‘You and your father were with those who didn’t agree with the lynching?’

'Si. My father had many faults, Edge. But he always believed in equal justice for
everybody.” A choked sound exploded from her throat and Edge looked sharply at her.
Saw nothing on her scarred, grim set face to augment the exclamation as she went on: ‘He
also believed that the taking of a woman against her will was a great crime. Almost as bad
as murder.’

She vented a similar sound to before and Edge said evenly:

‘That’s what it's a part of when the rapist also kills the woman, I guess?’
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She shook her head but did not dismiss the contention. ‘I am not talking about what
happened at the celebrations near Bishopsburg.’

‘You're not?’

‘After the lynching in San Luis . . . When so many men got stupidly drunk . . . Jose
Martinez and the two men with him went forcibly with . . . Each took it in turns to have his
way with me.’

Edge pursed his lips and tobacco smoke streamed out when he hissed: ‘I see.’

‘I cannot claim I was an innocent young virgin, of course. But I most surely did not
consent to what took place. The way many people said I was certain to have done.’

That sound again and Edge realised it was a distorted sob that she struggled to keep
trapped within her. He said:

‘The Martinez kid sure does like to take his women the hard way.’

'Si. But few believed it was rape when he and the others took me. Because of the
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way I was known to behave with men I liked, they thought that . . . ' She shrugged. ‘My
father stood up for me but there was nothing he or I could do to persuade many people
that a terrible wrong had been done at the hands of a Jose Martinez. And ever since that
night we have not been highly regarded by the people of San Luis.’

Edge rasped the back of a hand along his bristled jaw line, realised he had
unwittingly used the right one and that the pain in the arm was now reduced to little more
than a low level of nagging discomfort.

‘So when you were seen taking me home, Hernandel and Diaz figured it would be
safe to -

‘It would seem likely. With you, my father and me silenced nobody else in San Luis -
where all are so beholden to and afraid of the Martinez family — would have spoken of it if
questions were asked.’

‘But they overlooked Billy,” Edge said pensively as he fleetingly reflected on his own
past.

‘The Indian is a mysterious man, is he not?’

Edge smiled briefly. ‘And how.’

‘If he has done anything which helps to bring Jose Martinez to the gallows I will be as
grateful to him as to anyone else who has had a hand in seeing that justice is done.’

‘He'd appreciate a bottle of rye,” Edge murmured laconically.

She did not hear him or chose to ignore his cynical remark. ‘That is all I desire from

life for now, Edge. To see that Jose Martinez is recaptured, tried and hanged for what he
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did to the woman in Bishopsburg. And I will know he is also paying the price for what he
did and encouraged those other two drunken bastardos to do to me in San Luis longer ago.’

‘We'll give it our best shot, Rosita.’

‘He is a filthy animal!’ she said through teeth clenched in a glower of unbounded
hatred. ‘Without a grain of decent feeling in his body. I would like to -=' She abandoned
what she had intended to say, maybe knowing it was not in her nature so the words she
was to have spoken would ring hollow with the emptiness of a useless threat.

This as they topped a rise and saw the broad and shallow river that formed the
international border in the low-sided valley ahead. Edge told her:

‘But if you did what you'd like to do to him, you’d be no better than he is?’

'Si, I know this.” She nodded emphatically. ‘But I think -*

‘Trust a feller with experience, Rosita: that's the best way to handle it.’

'Que?’

He tapped his temple with a hooked finger and showed a humourless smile.

‘Revenge. Do nothing more than think about it: you just keep it in mind.’
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CHAPTER o 21

THEY BEDDED down under separate blankets long after nightfall among a
scattering of boulders at the foot of a sandstone outcrop: both bone deep weary after ten
hours of steady riding interrupted by two short breaks to rest and feed the horses and to
eat frugally themselves.

Edge slept soundly, contentedly confident that there was no need for Rosita and he
to take turns at standing sentry duty. And when she was up and about earlier than him the
next morning, and had lit a fire in a circle of stones and fixed breakfast and coffee, he
acknowledged in his own mind that she was younger than him and this was as it should be.

But he could not fail to notice there was a frown of anxiety on her flawed features
and that she spoke hardly at all while he ate hungrily and she did little more than sip from a
mug of coffee. His initial thought on this was that the woman was grieving for her father.
But this assumption was soon proved wrong, for when he began to shave while she cleaned
the breakfast dishes and cooking pots, she said:

‘There were some sounds in the night, Edge.” She gestured out across the vast
desert terrain. ‘Far to the north.’

‘Sounds?’

‘T think of gunfire, querido.”’

He ceased to flex his right arm and relishing the way the bruised area hurt hardly at
all this morning. ‘How sure are you about that, Rosita?’

‘Both rifles and pistols, it sounded like. For a minute, perhaps a little longer: but not
so much longer.’

Edge rose up from off his haunches and continued to scrape lather and bristles off his
cheeks as he peered into the barren country bathed with early morning sunlight spread out
to the north.

‘What time? How long ago do you figure?’

She shrugged. ‘I am not good at making such guesses. A long time after we went to
sleep, I think. I did not sleep well for my mind was troubled by thoughts of my father’s
murder. I awoke and could not get back to sleep. Then I heard the gunfire. Perhaps two
hours before you woke after sunrise: or a little more.’

‘About how far off?’
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She gave another shrug, accompanied by an apologetic grimace. ‘I am not good at
this, either. It was a long way off and did not disturb you and perhaps would not have
awakened me if I had been sleeping. Like firecrackers, it sounded: so far off in the dead of
night. If it had been close, I would have awakened you, querido.’

‘The sooner we start, the sooner we’ll get to where it happened.’ Edge wiped the
razor free of lather, folded the blade back into the handle and replaced it in the neck pouch
hung from the string of Indian beads.

Rosita asked anxiously: ‘Do you think it could have something to do with the matter
of Jose Martinez?’

He replied evenly as he attended to his bedroll: ‘I'm not much of a believer in
coincidence, lady.” He shifted his narrow eyed gaze toward the north again, where the
horizon had already been moved closer by heat shimmer. ‘Though it's a big country, me
and violence always used to happen to come together as a matter of course, so maybe . . .
' He sighed. ‘And lately it seems that the clock is being wound back.’

‘T do not understand what you mean, Edge,’ she said with a perplexed frown.

He showed the puzzled woman a fleeting smile as he started to saddle his horse and
she followed his example. ‘It's a long story, lady. A whole lot of stories, as a matter of
fact.’

She nodded. ‘Ah, the past of a man who has been many places?’

‘A lot of years in the past. Quite a few places.’

They both swung up into their saddles and she said:

‘When you were a young man?’

Edge winced and briefly massaged the small of his back then flexed his shoulder
muscles that had been stiffened by sleep. ‘Certainly before I got to be this old.’

He set a cantering pace and maintained it for as long as he judged the horses were
comfortable in the less than blistering heat of early morning. Then he eased the progress
down to a walk and began to pay closer attention to their surroundings of gently undulating
scrub desert country.

In this terrain there were few distinctive landmarks to show that he was backtracking
over the route he had ridden with Ted Straker and the Mexicans on the trail of the jail
breakers. Also the way taken by a lone rider who had come later with news of Eduardo
Martinez’s critical ililness - albeit that man needed to have made a detour at some point to

swing wide of the returning Bishopsburg posse.
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One he called a brief halt, told Rosita to stay in her saddle and slid to the ground
himself: took a close look at the confusion of sign on the dust layered rock hard surface.
When they were again riding side by side the woman asked:

‘Did you learn anything of importance, querido?’

‘There’s been too damn much coming and going in the past couple of days,’” he
answered absently. 'But it looks to me like a lot of the riders who came south have since
gone back north. Smoking and spitting and their horses doing what comes naturally: the
same as they did when they all come down this way. But nobody’s walking now.’

She looked disappointed. ‘I suppose we are still a long way from where the gunfire .
. ?' She shrugged and sighed. ‘But I should be able to tell this better than you, Edge?’

‘Experts are made by experience, Rosita,” he said as he took out the makings. ‘A
village girl working in her father’s livery . . . There’s no reason for you to know about
anything except horses.’

‘And men,’ she said flatly. ‘Like girls and women everywhere learn about men from
experience.’

‘I guess so,’ he replied and there was a lengthy silence during which the mood of
Rosita Jurez seemed to grow more melancholy. And, strange as it was to him, Edge had to
admit to himself that the more morose the woman became the more attractive he found
her. So, to overcome the discomfort of arousal in the mid-morning heat as they moved at
a measured pace across this barren stretch of country, he searched his mind for a subject
to direct his thoughts onto another track and asked: ‘Do many strangers stop by in San
Luis, Rosita?’

‘No, not very many at all.’

‘T guess Martinez’s men only came to collect rents?’

'Si.”

‘How did people find out about Jose Martinez being in the Bishopsburg jail?’

‘From the last Americano to come to the village. He was the first of his kind in a long
time.’

‘An American? How long ago was that?’

‘It was just the other day. Any stranger from north of the Rio Bravo . . . and those
from the south, also: they are always begged for news of the world outside of San Luis. He
told us of the trouble Jose Martinez was in.’

‘And this particular feller, Rosita?’ Edge was unsure now if he was simply making
conversation to suppress his sexual urges or whether he was digging for possibly useful

information.
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‘He stayed at the cantina and did not leave there at all. He sat at the same table and
had his meals there. And drank coffee. All day long and late into the night until the cantina
closed. He just drank coffee and waited.’

‘That’s all you know about him?’

She shrugged. ‘He would not say what he was waiting for, but he was always ready
to talk. To answer questions if he could, as long as they did not concern his business in
San Luis.’

‘What kind of questions did he answer?’

‘He gave us much news from Texas and beyond: of places where he had been a
soldier. Told what it was Jose Martinez had done to be put in jail. And said it was his
godfather who was to sit in judgement at the trial of the rapist and murderer.’

‘He was the godson of Judge Miller?’

‘I do not know if he ever said that name. At least, I do not remember if he did. I
was not at the cantina for much of the time, you understand.’

‘What was his name, Rosita?’

‘Darnell, guerido. The name of the hombre was Benjamin Darnell. Is he important,
do you think?’

‘T don’t know.’

‘But you look troubled, Edge?’

‘When did he leave?’

She thought back for a few moments, nodded and replied: ‘It was on the morning of
the day before the fiesta. Si, Thursday last.’

‘Which direction did he head in?’

‘T do not know. He left early. I did not see him leave. You still look troubled, Edge?’

‘Yeah. Like I said before, I don’t have much faith in coincidence, lady.’

‘How is this a coincidence?’

He seemed not to hear her question while he peered directly ahead, deep in thought
as he recognised a familiar feature of the landscape from when the posse rode by here in
the opposite direction. A mile ahead was the start of a broad, gentle slope with, at the top
- perhaps another mile beyond the base of the rise - what looked to be the entrance to a
narrow ravine.

But he knew this to be no more than a six feet wide opening in a strange rock
formation on the crest of the long incline. A natural gap in a seemingly unnatural wall of
sandstone some thirty feet high and ten feet at its lowest and thickest. He knew that

beyond this point there was a gentle drop into a broad, shallow valley.
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Rosita repeated insistently: ‘What is this coincidence, Edge?’

He replied pensively: ‘Two mystery men: Billy Injun and Ben Darnell. Billy lives just
outside of Bishopsburg and Darnell’s godfather was murdered near there. The both of them
showing up in San Luis within a few days of each other seems like a coincidence to me,
lady.’

Then he shrugged and shook his head, unable yet to think of a connection between
the godson of the circuit judge and the liquor loving mixed breed. But he felt sure that Jose
Martinez had to be a link in the chain between the two men.

Rosita continued to look expectantly at Edge, obviously waiting for him to finish
speaking aloud his thoughts. But when he said nothing she did not press him as they rode
to the base of the gentle rise. Then, as they started up the hill, angling toward the opening
in the rock face, she asked:

‘Are we far from Bishopsburg now, Edge?’

‘I figure we ought to make it before noon without need to rush.’

‘And do you think we could have any need to rush?’ It seemed to be simply a
question that held no implication she wished to influence what he had in mind.

‘Ted Straker figured he could handle the situation without any help from me, Rosita,’
he told her evenly. ‘And with four relative youngsters to back him, it could be that a past
his prime feller like me wouldn’t make too much of a difference one way or the other.’

‘You know what I think?’

‘I think you're probably going to tell me.’

‘It is my opinion that you do not like it that the sheriff and the others left San Luis
without you, querido?’ She peered earnestly at Edge’s impassive profile.

He said tautly: ‘What I like or don’t like ain’t important.’

‘And I think also -*

‘Is what you think going to matter to me, Rosita?’

‘T think you do not like it when you are not the leader in a group? I think that you do
not like it when other hombres make the decisions and tell you what to do? I think you . ..

She allowed her voice to fade away and Edge heeled his horse into a trot, moving on
ahead of her. Then he looked over his shoulder and said flatly:

‘I thought I'd be right is all, lady. And what you think about me doesn’t matter a
damn to me.’

They trotted their mounts to the top of the hill in single file, neither uttering a word

until Edge hauled on his reins to halt his horse and rasped:
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‘Sonofabitch!’

‘What’s wrong?’ She pulled up her mount behind the other animal at the narrow
opening in the rock wall. ‘Move, por favor. So that I may see.’

‘If that’s what you really want,” he said dully and heeled his gelding forward a few
paces then brought him to a standstill again and heard Rosita murmur:

‘Madre de Dios!”

On the periphery of his vision he saw her cross herself. Saw, too, the expression of
abject horror that became inscribed on her pocked features as she swept her wide-eyed
gaze over the scene of slaughter spread before her.

The ambusheRs had been waiting out of sight among the widely scattered heaps of
boulders strewn on this side of the sandstone walls flanking the narrow opening. Had held
their fire until the new sheriff of Bishopsburg and the four Mexican bandits become deputies
filed through the gap. Then gunned them down with consummate ease: first drilling bullets
into the backs of the helpless men, next their chests and bellies as they turned their horses
or fell from the wheeling, rearing animals.

The fly-infested corpses were sprawled out over an area no larger than fifty feet by
fifty feet, the five-man posse killed in a brief barrage of gunfire: the carnage so fleeting that
not a single victim of the massacre had time to draw his revolver or unboot a rifle.

‘The gunfire that I heard in the night!” Rosita was fighting nausea and it sounded like
she had trouble catching her breath.

‘Which lasted a lot less than a minute is my guess,’ Edge replied evenly.

‘If you want me to, I can tell you how it all happened: and I will not need to make
any guesses.’ It was Billy Injun who made the grim toned offer as he rose from the hiding
place where he had been hunkered down within a fissure at the base of the high rock wall
to the right.

Rosita Jurez gave a stifled cry of alarm at the sight of the mixed breed with his face
as badly disfigured by a knife long ago as her own had been marred by disease. Then she
reached out a hand to grip the upper left arm of Edge as he dropped his right hand to drape
the walnut butt of his holstered Colt. But he recognised the unarmed mixed breed before
he started to draw the sixgun and rasped:

‘It’s okay, lady. He’s on our side. That’s right, ain't it, feller?’

Billy Injun nodded emphatically and agreed eagerly as he picked his way carefully
among the boulders: ‘You bet I am, mister. I seen you with Sheriff George in Jake Carr’s
saloon in the town of Bishopsburg, ain’t that right?’

‘Right. Where’s my horse?’
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‘Uh?’

‘A feller named Morgan Bryce stole my horse. Then you stole it off him.’

The mixed breed nodded, showed a nervous grin and pointed across the scattered
boulders on the other side of the opening in the rock wall from where he had been hidden.

‘There is a bay gelding over there. He is safe. And he will be very well when his leg
is healed.’

‘What’s wrong with his leg?’ Edge demanded.

‘It is bruised a little,” Billy Injun hurried to explain. ‘It will soon be fine. Hey, you got
any whiskey, mister?’

Edge sighed and dismounted. ‘No, feller. Which makes me, you and that bay
gelding a real hurting threesome, Billy.’

‘Mister?’

‘What I've got is a sore arm. You tell me my horse has a lame leg. And where your

liking for hard liquor is concerned you sure are one hell of a pain in the ass.’
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CHAPTER o 22

THE MIXED breed looked solemn as he shook his head ruefully and muttered:
‘Damn shame about Sheriff George being dead.’

He gestured to encompass the five bullet riddled corpses sprawled on the open
ground at the top of the slope below the scattered boulders. ‘Damn shame about all these
good men that died. Be nice to drink a toast to their memories? Show respect and how
sorry I am they are dead?’

Rosita seemed to be silently praying as she continued to sit in her saddle, her hands
holding the reins clasped to the horn and her head bowed as Edge moved away to look for
his horse. He said to Billy Injun as the mixed breed came up alongside him:

‘If you lend a hand to find the fellers who've been doing all this killing, I'll see to it
you get some whiskey to drown your sorrows, Billy. Maybe enough to drown yourself if you
feel like doing that.’

The scar faced man showed a broad smile that totally negated his characteristic look
of malevolence as he replied with enthusiasm: ‘That sounds to me like it would be a real
good way to go, mister.’

In the aftermath of the brutal massacre the horses ridden into the ambush by the ill-
fated Ted Straker, Raul Alvarez, Paco Diego, Pedro Sanchez and Ricardo Zamorra had been
rounded up by Billy Injun. And now were hobbled in the same area as the bay gelding that
had been taken from Edge, given to Jose Martinez courtesy of Morgan Bryce and thereafter
was stolen by the mixed breed.

Rosita Jurez protested only mildly when she realised that Edge, with the reluctant
assistance of Billy, was going to take the time to wrap the blood-encrusted corpses in their
bed blankets. Drape them over the saddles of the horses and link the horses into a string to
be led north. She said she thought that speed was now important since it was tragically
clear that Straker had not been able to handle the situation with his posse of Mexican
bandits.

As he double-checked the fitness of the bay gelding, Edge spoke dispassionately to
the woman. Told her that the amount of time it would take to do the right thing by the
dead men would not make a deal of difference one way or the other. And that if she

disagreed with his opinion she was a free agent and could do whatever the hell she liked.
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The lack of emotion in his voice and the glinting eyed, stone faced impassiveness
that accompanied his response caused her to wait out in submissive silence the time that it
took the two men to deal with the corpses. And as they completed the chore and started to
head north, Billy clearly welcomed the distraction of telling how he came to be waiting at
the scene of the slaughter when Edge and Rosita showed up.

He explained how, not knowing of the cold-blooded killing of George North, he had
followed the four riders out of Bishopsburg on foot, having instinctively suspected
something was wrong. How he sneaked into their night camp and stole their horses. To
slow them down, which was all he could do because he was unarmed and outnumbered.
How he trailed them in relative comfort on the bareback of Edge’s horse while they trudged
into San Luis.

He hid the bay gelding outside of the village to prevent it from being recognised by
those he stole it from. Then, ravenously hungry from travelling so many hours without food
and with his customary thirst for hard liquor, he mingled with the merrymakers enjoying
the local fiesta: ate plenty and drank more than his fill.

‘And I ended up in jail,” he said, no note of regret in his tone. ‘I got too drunk, I
guess. I don’t remember so well. I do remember waking up and that the Mexican lawman
told me I had to stay in jail until I was sober. It was very late and the party was over.
Then he went home.’

‘And later still you heard something you weren’t supposed to?’ Rosita prompted,
looking puzzled. ‘But you could not hear in the Federale post what was said in the cantina?’

‘Outside, I heard them,’” he answered. ‘I was not so drunk as I thought I was. As
the Mexican lawman thought I was. Most times when I drink too much I do not eat
anything. But that night I was so hungry and there was a feast to eat. So I was not still in
a drunken stupor when I woke in the jail where I had been left alone.’

He was addressing the woman now, craning forward in his saddle to look across the
front of Edge who gave no sign he was listening: certainly offered no encouragement to the
mixed breed to confirm what Manuel Torrejon and then Rosita Jurez had told him.

‘I heard a man ride fast on to the plaza. And he shouted very loud the name of Jose
Martinez. Men came out of the cantina. There was much loud talk but all of it in Spanish
that I do not understand. Then they all went inside the cantina and I could hear nothing.
Until they came out and most of them went to bring the horses from the livery stable.’

‘What did you hear then?’ the woman asked eagerly.

‘Two of them came to the building where I was a prisoner. And I was sure this would

mean the end for me. I heard their talk, one a Mexican the other American. The American
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had not understood what had happened and the Mexican told him. This was how I found
out Eduardo Martinez was very sick and his son was going to him.’

Billy Injun ran the back of a hand across his sweat- beaded forehead. Then jutted
out his lower lip to blow cool air up over his face and growled: ‘Talking is sure thirsty work,
uh?’

This time Edge spoke. ‘You're doing real well, feller. Building up a lot of credit you
can use in the Dancing Horse Saloon when we reach Bishopsburg.’

The knife scarred face changed in an instant from savagely ugly to beamingly
appealing and he hurried on: ‘The two men banged fists on the door and yelled. Trying to
wake the Mexican lawman. But he was not there for he had gone home. Then they left San
Luis.”

‘The whole bunch of them?’ Edge asked.

The mix breed shrugged. ‘I was not able to see this. I could only hear sounds and
voices. And I heard it said they would not go back to Bishopsburg the same way they
came. They planned to ride a different way, to go around the posse that was known to be
coming for them.’

‘Then in the morning Manuel Torrejon came to let you out of the Federale post,’ the
woman said.

‘Yes, missy. Before dawn the lawman in the uniform came back to release me. He
told me to leave San Luis and warned that if I ever come back he’d lock me up again and
throw away the key.’

Billy smiled. ‘So I got out of town damn quick and right away I went to where I had

\

left my horse . . .' He looked askance at Edge and corrected himself: ‘Your horse, mister.
And I rode on the trail of those whose sign I had tracked from Bishopsburg. And when I
saw where they had swung wide in part of a circle I thought it best to ride back toward San
Luis. And wait close by for the posse I was sure would be led by my good friend Sheriff
George. And I would tell him what I knew.’ Billy licked his dry lips again and tried another
ingratiating smile when he added: ‘To build up some credit with him, you understand?’

‘You're still doing fine,” Edge assured him. ‘I heard you told all this to Ted Straker
and the men with him? And they high-tailed it away from San Luis to go after Martinez and
the others?’

‘Me, too. I rode with them at the beginning, mister. But my horse - your horse - he
went lame. They said they could not waste time while I walked with the horse. So I had to

walk alone again. But then I found out how the horse going lame was the luckiest thing
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that ever happened to me. Because for sure I would have been killed with the others in the
ambush, uh?’

‘Yeah, you certainly had a stroke of good fortune, Billy,” Edge agreed.

‘T have told nearly all of it now,’ the mixed breed said. ‘Except how when I got to the
hilltop where the ambush took place - after I heard gunfire in the night - I rested myself
and the horse. Later saw two riders coming from the south.’

‘Edge and me,’ Rosita Jurez said with a trace of impatience.

Billy shook his head. ‘No, not you then. These two were Mexicans. Both men - with
badly scarred faces I saw when they were close.’

Rosita and Edge traded glances.

‘Almost as bad as mine. But not old scars. 1 stayed hidden until they moved on,
laughing at so much death. Then much later I saw you and the missy riding toward me,
also from the south. And waited to see if -

‘That’s fine,” Edge said and dug out the makings. ‘You've earned your credit, feller.’

‘T look forward very much to the whiskey you have promised, mister.’

‘And I look forward to having a shot or two with you in the Dancing Horse, Billy.” He
rolled the cigarette, lit it and tossed the still burning match to the barren ground as Rosita
said quizzically:

‘Does it not seem strange that Jose Martinez wasted time waiting in ambush if his
father is truly on his deathbed?’

‘I don't figure he did that,” Edge said pensively. ‘It would need just a couple of
gunslingers with the killer instinct to cut down the posse in the rocks back there. And Bryce
and Harvey have certainly got that instinct.’

The woman shuddered,

‘And Martinez had no more need of their services,” Edge went on. ‘Except to slow
down anyone trailing him. Or stop them dead. He paid them off in San Luis for busting
him out of jail. Maybe he put up a bonus for them to take care of some final business.’

‘But our final business has not yet been taken care of has it, querido?’” Her
expressive dark eyes showed deep anxiety.

‘It sure hasn't, lady,’ he assured her.

Now hatred burned in her eyes as she snarled softly: ‘Not until Jose Martinez has
been tried and hanged!’

Edge ran the palm of a hand down the neck of his horse as he murmured on a

trickled stream of tobacco smoke: ‘And Morgan Bryce has paid what he owes me.’
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It was late morning as the three riders with the string of corpse-burdened horses
drew level with the tumbledown adobe to which the mixed breed gave just a passing glance
as he told the woman: ‘That is where I live, missy.’

'Si,” the pre-occupied Rosita responded absently.

Billy took the brief response as a less than complimentary comment on his home and
felt the need to defend self-righteously: ‘I know it is not much. But it is a place where I am
mostly left alone. Where I can forget my troubles.’

'Si,” she repeated and offered a fleeting smile as she added: ‘There is much to be
said for having such a place to live. Do you have such a place, Edge?’

‘Mostly I get by living under my hat,” he told her.

‘But are you able to forget your troubles there?’

‘I never do forget them, lady. 1 take care of them and then I don’t have any
troubles.’

‘Like the matter of your stolen horse and the man who stole him? Who you plan to
kill?” There was reproach in her tone and expression.

‘That ain’t my main concern at the moment,” he answered evenly as they rode on to
the end of Bishopsburg’s Main Street between the church and cemetery and the line of
houses in one of which lived a new widow and her fatherless twin children.

There were no sounds from these houses or anywhere else in town. Nor the slightest
sign of movement along the entire length of the broad street that shimmered in the late
morning heat.

‘You see much of life simply as a matter of right and wrong, don’t you, Edge?’ The
reproach was still clearly evident.

‘That’s right, lady. And maybe it's wrong.” His glittering, narrow eyed gaze
continued to shift constantly, seeking a reason for the absence of activity in the town while
his hearing was attuned to detect a first sound that could hint of what was amiss here.

‘That is all very well for someone such as you -*

‘Hey, Edge!’

It was a man’s voice that interrupted her as they reached the intersection of River
Road with Main Street, between the Hyams Guest House and the Gomez Dry Goods Store.
And all three reined in their mounts and looked toward the porch of the boarding house as
the door was inched open a crack.

Edge unfastened the rope on the string of horses and asked: ‘What's up, feller?’

‘There’s big trouble here,” Otis Logan answered, the jug eared old timer not showing

himself in the narrow gap between the door and the frame. ‘They’re up at the law office.’
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‘Tell me about it, feller.’

‘0Old man Martinez has died. His heart packed up.’

‘And Bishopsburg is in mourning for him?’ Edge said cynically.

Two women in the hallway behind Logan caught their breath. Doris Hyams and the
schoolteacher Bette McBain, Edge guessed.

The unseen Logan explained: ‘That murdering Martinez kid blames the people of the
town for his old man’s death. Reckons worrying about the trial and the threat of him being
hanged was what finally killed his father. And he plans to make us all pay.’

‘Pay how?’

‘Him and his buddies have got Ted Straker’s wife and their two kids held hostage in
the law office. And he’s given folks until noon to start burning the town. Or else Liz Straker
and the twins’ll be shot.’

Edge continued to concentrate his attention on the law office further up the street at
the corner of Mossman Road. Which looked to be as deserted as every other building in
town. ‘Midday’s getting real close, I'd say?’

‘T'll check.’

There were subdued scuffling sounds in the hallway of the boarding house, then
Doris Hyams chided: ‘Dear God, what does a minute here or there matter, you old fool?
The clock on the mantle says it's a quarter after eleven.’

Logan started to argue: ‘My watch says -

‘So what’s going to happen?’ Edge cut in.

Otis Logan was irritated. 'I just told you, damnit! That no good Martinez kid is going
to -

‘Are people going to start burning down Bishopsburg, feller?’

The old man hidden in the hallway vented a strangled sound. ‘Hell, I don’t know! No
one knows! Folks are waiting for other folks to make a first move, I reckon.’

Rosita asked: ‘Has anyone tried to talk with Martinez?’

‘Well, it's hardly been - ' Doris Hyams began.

Logan interrupted: ‘Liz Straker and the twins must’'ve been took before dawn. Before
anyone knew anything about what was happening. And it was way after sun up when Jose
showed himself with a gun held at the head of one of the kids. Told us what we had to do.
That if anyone tried to get close to the law office, one of the twins would get the first
bullet.’

‘This is very dangerous,’ Billy Injun growled and shuddered.

‘That evil Martinez boy is most certainly very dangerous,’ Bette McBain rasped.
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Edge dropped his cigarette butt and asked: ‘You said there are others in the law
office with Martinez and Straker’s wife and kids? How many, do you know?’

Logan answered: ‘I ain't exactly sure of that, mister. The Gomez woman is in there.
And a couple of Mexican pistoleros who look like they’ve been in a fight they lost. Got fresh
knife cuts all over their faces.’

Rosita caught her breath and rasped a Spanish oath as Edge absently massaged his
right forearm. Then the boarding house door cracked open a fraction more and Logan
asked:

‘What have you got tied to them horses, mister?’ His tone thickened suddenly as he
blurted: ‘My God, that’s not Ted Straker and the . . ?’

Edge slid the Winchester out of the saddle boot and canted it to his left shoulder as
he said: ‘I reckon we should take care of the living first.’

Billy Injun swallowed hard, mopped sweat off his face and muttered: ‘I am badly in
need of a drink of that whiskey you promised me, Mr Edge.’

‘Be patient, feller,” Edge muttered. ‘We ain’t reached the promised land yet.’

Miss McBain asked from a constricted throat: ‘What do you intend to do?’

‘What somebody has to, lady.’

‘What's that?’

‘Something.’

‘I do not like this at all,” Billy complained fearfully. ‘Only the good get to go to that
promised land you joke about. And I'm sure I'll go to the other place. But I've been hoping
not for a long time yet, so -

Edge lightly touched the butt of his holstered Colt and eased the rifle barrel a little
away from his shoulder, then let it fall back again and showed a brief sardonic smile that
probably nobody saw as he murmured: ‘Take it easy, Billy. Maybe some of us’ll get to stay

in this hell on earth - if I'm as good as I used to be.’
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CHAPTER e 23

NOT BY a long way for the first time in a life frequently featured with violence,
Edge felt very close to death as he neared the L-shaped stone and timber building on the
corner of Main Street and Mossman Road that housed Bishopsburg’s law office and jail.

This as he rode into town and was disconcertingly aware of countless pairs of eyes
focussed upon him while he walked at a measured pace along the centre of the street.
Moved under a blisteringly hot, brilliantly bright Texas sun that glinted on the deputy’s
badge that was once again pinned to his shirtfront.

Knowing it was an unsubstantiated notion created by his imagination, he detected a
range of emotions in the minds behind the eyes of the silent watchers. Intrigue, scorn,
fear, pity and hatred - targeted at him by the terrorised people of the town as they
cowered within the relative safety of their houses. Many of them surely unaware of who he
was or what he was and why he was here as he advanced inexorably along their main
street: doubly armed, with a Colt revolver in a holster tied down to his right thigh and a
Winchester rifle canted to his left shoulder.

His bristled, angular, narrow eyed features were fixed in an impassive set and the
more perceptive citizens perhaps saw he was at once provocatively threatening in the way
he moved and yet looked vulnerable because of his total isolation on the centre of the
empty thoroughfare.

While he was aware that a similar gamut of powerful emotions as he had sensed
from elsewhere, minus pity perhaps, emanated from the open doorway of the law office and
the barred window of the nearby cell.

Earlier, while he listened to Otis Logan tell him about the dangerous situation that
gripped the town, he had himself experienced the beginning of a smouldering anger that
threatened to expand into all-consuming rage as he sat astride his unmoving horse. While
he peered along the broad street and did not see a soul. Yet he knew there must be scores
of able-bodied men behind the blank facades of the broodingly silent buildings. All faced
with a sickening dilemma, but none was in a position to resolve the problem as an
individual. And each of them terrified to make a first move in the event it led to a tragedy
for which he would be held responsible.

And Edge himself . . ?
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He was a man set apart from the normal emotions that preyed upon others in such a
nerve-wracking stand-off as this. Because he had nothing to lose except whatever was left
of his life - and nothing to gain except affirmation of self-respect.

While the people of Bishopsburg were being forced to make an impossible choice - to
select between sacrificing the lives of a helpless woman and two innocent children or
destroying their homes and businesses. And whichever it turned out to be, if they were
destined to survive they would have to live with the guilt of what they had failed to do.
Exist with the self-contempt such knowledge was certain to generate. Which was not likely
to be assuaged until after the passing of a great deal of anguished time - if ever.

A man vyelled from within the law office: ‘What kind of game do you think you are
playing, you loco gringo?’

Despite its uncustomary shrillness, Edge recognised the voice of Jose Martinez. This
as he came to a halt out front of the stage line depot: on the opposite side of the street and
some seventy paces or so short of the focal point of this desperate town this tense morning.

The Mexican’s shouted demand triggered a buzz of talk, contributions coming from all
over Bishopsburg. But nothing was heard clearly out on the street while Edge waited for
the wave of sound to subside before he responded: ‘My job, feller.’

He shifted the rifle barrel along his shoulder, to ensure that the deputy’s badge
pinned to his left shirt pocket was clearly revealed. Then he emphasised what he meant
when he brought up his right hand, the thumb hooked to stab at the tin star.

‘You are some kind of loco hombre, Edge!’ Isabella Gomez accused bitterly. ‘Sheriff
North is dead. Deputy Straker, also. And Raul Alvarez and all the bandits that were hired
by North. There is just you alone!’

‘It’s a place I've been before, lady,” Edge countered evenly.

Another man in the law office taunted: ‘I think you have surely seen what we think of
men who wear such fancy badges, gringo!’

Martinez warned: ‘After what you did to Fidel and Marco, they are going to get very
great pleasure from killing you!’

‘You bet we willl” one of the men from the San Luis graveyard confirmed harshly.

‘Let me kill the bastardo right now, Jose?’ the other badly scarred Mexican pleaded.

‘Not yet, amigo!” Martinez spoke the words as he suddenly stepped on to the
threshold of the open catty-cornered doorway of the law office. One of his hands was
hooked over the shoulder of a slender, freckle-faced, fair-haired young boy Edge

recognised. The Mexican’s other hand was fisted around the butt of a Colt .45, the hammer



206

back, the muzzle pressed tightly against the tear-run cheek of one of the trembling Straker
twins.

The abrupt appearance of the arrogantly threatening Martinez who forced the
terrified youngster to stand at his side brought gasps of shock and cries of helplessness
from behind the facades of many buildings along the southern stretch of Main Street.

‘So, gringo lawman with the shiny badge!” Martinez’s tone was cold and flat. ‘You
now can see that I do not make idle threats. Because of how they have hounded me, the
people of this town drove my father into an early grave. And now I demand restitution for
this crime that is far greater than those I am accused of.’

The coldly arrogantly angry Mexican and the terrified Straker boy both gazed at Edge
with expectation in their eyes. But the man on the centre of the street remained
impassively silent.

Then Martinez pressed on: ‘If you have not already been told, I inform you now.
Either Bishopsburg burns to the ground or I will claim three lives. Kill those whose husband
and father was still hounding me at the time of my own father’s death, gringo lawman!’

Edge spoke now, his tone as ice cold as that of the young Mexican. ‘What then,
feller?’

‘That is the deal! There will be no bargaining in this matter. The town burns or the
mother and her two children die.” Martinez had to struggle to keep his voice from rising,
perhaps because grief for the loss of his father constantly threatened to undermine his
dangerously insecure equanimity.

Edge repeated: ‘What then?’

‘I can silence this tough talking hijo de puta with a single bullet, Jose!’” It was either
Hernandel or Diaz who made the threat as he thrust a rifle barrel out through the bars of
the cell window, the muzzle trained unwaveringly on Edge.

And sweat oozed from the pores at the small of the target’s back and at the nape of
his neck as he continued to remain silent and unmoving. From the palms of his hands, too:
one of these fisted around the frame of the Winchester and the other loosely curled close to
the jutting butt of the holstered Colt.

‘T will give you the order when, Marco!” Martinez snarled and the tension coiled within
Edge was eased a part of a degree, but the sweat did not evaporate from his flesh.

‘To answer your question, gringo: 1 will then leave! Because however it ends, I will
consider that the death of my father has been avenged.’

‘And you figure these people will let you just ride away from it, kid? From the ruins

of the town? Or the corpses of Mrs Straker and her sons?’
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The captive child shuddered but seemingly had no tears left to spill as Jose laughed -
the shrillest sound he had yet made as his almost girlishly handsome face was contorted
into brutish ugliness.

‘You have seen what the people here are like, gringo! You see it nhow! How they do
nothing but wait and watch! And I will tell you something - I know already how it will end!’

Behind him in the law office a woman shrieked: ‘No, please!’

Martinez pressed on, an almost gleeful smile spread across his youthful features:
‘They will wait and they will watch until we kill the woman and her children at noon:
because it is too late for them to do anything else now. As I knew it was sure to be, gringo!
I have shown what I can do to achieve my ends. And to know what I am able to do has
terrified these people!’

‘Kill me!’ Elizabeth Straker pleaded. ‘Kill me if you must! But please, I beg of you,
do not harm my boys!’

Then the voice of a second woman was heard in the law office but the sense of what
she said did not reach out into the street. And Edge guessed Isabella Gomez was
attempting to calm the distraught mother.

‘They know they are not a match for me and the men who are loyal to me!’ Martinez
continued to taunt, not hearing or choosing to disregard the interruptions. ‘I, who will be
their patron now my father is no more!”

He lost the inner struggle to keep his voice under control and it suddenly got louder
and more strident. ‘I could have fifty men here with me! One hundred, even! But this is
not necessary, gringo! In a town such as this filled with cowards! People like they are! A
handful is more than enough, that is plain!’

It was precisely the kind of boastful rhetoric Edge had counted on drawing from Jose
Martinez. The kind or arrogantly contemptuous gloating that might drive poisonous barbs
of self-revulsion into the consciences of the craven listeners. That just could shame them
out from their safe, stinking of fear hiding places.

But when he shifted his eyes from one extreme of their sockets to the other he saw
no sign of movement. Except at the cell window where the rifle barrel was thrust out a
little further, it's aim still firmly fixed on him. And in the law office doorway where Martinez
pressed the revolver harder into the cheek of the hapless child, forcing the boy’s head a
little more to the side.

And he heard no sounds of movement from elsewhere in town. Until his glinting

eyed attention was drawn abruptly to the front of the Dancing Horse Saloon, across the
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alley from the stage line depot immediately to his left. Where the batwing doors were
eased slowly open wide and two men stepped over the threshold.

One was the thin as a whip Morgan Bryce with the oversize moustache dominating
his sharp-featured face. And alongside him was the taller, broader, harder looking Don
Harvey. Each with his right hand draped over the butt of a holstered revolver, a full
shotglass of whiskey clutched in their other hands. Both of them were smiling with smug
satisfaction.

‘Guess this ain’t turning out the way you planned it, uh Edge?’ Bryce asked
conversationally. ‘Reckon what you hoped was for Martinez to needle the local yellowbellies
into stepping outside to back your play?’

‘But the best laid plans of mice and men, like they say,’ Edge countered and swung
his head from side to side, pointedly addressing his accusation to everybody within earshot.
‘Seems there are plenty of scared rodents in this town. But one hell of a shortage of rat
catchers.’

Then he saw that the pair of gunslingers in the saloon doorway and Martinez on the
threshold of the law office were abruptly distracted by something happening behind him.
And after he saw them begin to smile he chanced a backward glance: groaned when he saw
Billy Injun had started his horse along the street at a walk. And then Rosita Jurez heeled
her mount forward to follow the mixed breed.

‘Hey, I am with you!” Billy called sombrely. ‘The Navajo blood in me, it means I am
supposed to be afraid of nothing, right?’

Edge growled softly: ‘Trouble is I ain’t sure if I'll ever be able to buy you any of that
Dutch courage I promised, feller.” Then he faced front again after taking account of the fact
that neither the mixed breed nor the woman had thought to acquire a weapon before they
began their impulsive moves.

The angle of the opposite corner of Mossman Road blinded Diaz to most of the
southern length of Main Street and from the barred window he demanded to know: ‘Jose,
what is happening, amigo?’

Martinez replied with heavy contempt: ‘The deputy has got for himself a drunken
Indian and an ugly woman to back his play.’

Harvey laughed harshly and yelled: ‘And ain’t neither of them dummies got a gun!’

‘Hey, Don, something’s happening, damnit!” Bryce was suddenly uneasy as he
snapped his head from side to side to peer in both directions along Main Street. Where
several doors had swung open and people began to step outside. Most of them were men

gripping guns but there were also some unarmed women.
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Edge felt an almost overwhelming compulsion to guffaw his relief, but a glance at the
ominous expression on the face of Martinez and the way the young Mexican thrust his
revolver with painfully vicious force against the cheek of the Straker boy acted to
involuntarily check the impulse.

Bryce spoke a terse, low voiced command to Harvey and they both swallowed their
drinks at a single gulp before they hurled the empty glasses down to the street. Then the
smaller man taunted:

‘I guess you can figure out for yourself why me and Don didn’t toast your good
health, deputy?’

Harvey giggled and blurted: ‘And wish you a long life!”

Edge could not judge if he was faster than Harvey was, or slower than Bryce, in
going for the draw. For none of their Colts came clear of the holsters before a man in the
saloon barked an order: ‘Freeze or get it in the back!’

The two men on the threshold of the Dancing Horse Saloon both did as they were
told and suddenly looked sick to their stomachs. This as a blond haired, dark eyed, thinly
moustached, six feet tall man of thirty or so appeared between them. His stance and the
position of his arms were such that it was clear he pressed a handgun into the small of each
man’s back as he addressed them softly.

They dropped their revolvers to the saloon porch and raised their hands to shoulder
height. And the clatter of metal on timber punctuated Rosita Jurez’s tensely spoken
revelation:

‘That is the man who waited so long in the cantina at San Luis, Edge.’

The stranger raised his voice to introduce himself. ‘The name’s Ben Darnell. And the
job I'm doing will be over as soon as I collect the bounty money due on these two. Rest of
this business ain’t any of my concern.’

‘Jose?’ Marco Diaz sounded afraid now as he shouted the name above a babble of
talk within the law office.

Perhaps two dozen people on foot, only a few of them carrying a weapon, moved up
behind Edge and the mounted mixed breed and woman within sight of Martinez and the
rifleman at the barred window. Twice this number were out of their houses in the noon day
sun, but as yet were unseen by those in the building on the corner of Main Street and
Mossman Road: men who still had the upper hand in terms of having vulnerable targets in

front of their guns.
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‘Why don’t you call it a day, feller?” Edge suggested. ‘Pretty soon you’ll have all your
pa’s money. Which ought to buy you the best lawyers in Texas. Maybe a judge, too. Or
don't you value your own life as much as that of your old man?’

Within the law office Isabella Gomez pleaded desperately: ‘Jose, you must surrender!
Or we will all die!’

‘Shut up, woman!’ Martinez yelled and probably did not register how this echoed the
order Ted Straker had so often directed at him in this very building. ‘Deputy! You people!
Back off! Or the boy will die! Then his brother! And his mother! Fidel, you have those two
covered?’

The response was not loud enough to carry to where Edge stood on the centre of the
street with the mounted Billy Injun and Rosita Jurez a few feet behind him and a bunch of
equally stone faced local citizens in back of them. While the expanding crowd of other
Bishopsburg people slowly but inexorably advanced from the north side of town.

Martinez snarled in vehement Spanish: ‘I command you to do as I say! As we
planned! All of you!’

‘What’s he saying, lady?’ Otis Logan demanded from where he stood alongside the
horse of the unmoving and impassive Mexican woman.

Before Rosita could respond, Isabella Gomez shrieked at the top of her voice in
perfect but quivering English: ‘Actions speak louder than words!’

She punctuated the cliché with a gunshot and Jose Martinez staggered forward two
paces as he threw both his arms wide. The revolver was sent spinning out of his hand and
the boy he had held captive suddenly collapsed to the side, his head stained scarlet with
blood. And the advancing crowd came to a sudden, shocked and dumbstruck halt as
Elizabeth Straker shrieked the name of one of her twin sons:

‘Frankie!’

Martinez corkscrewed to the law office porch, rolled off it and fell heavily on to the
street. And a small bloodstain wound could be seen high in his back, a larger one in his
chest where the rifle bullet fired from close range had exited.

Then the Mexican who Edge had stabbed in the face with the broken bottle at the
San Luis graveyard hurtled out of the law office, his hands held high and showing empty.
He screamed: ‘Don’t shoot! Please do not shoot me!’

Edge had levelled the Winchester from his hip; its barrel steadied in the fisted hand
of his no longer pained arm. And now he checked his finger on the trigger after he swung
the rifle instinctively to aim at the shouting man. But a moment later the scar-faced

Mexican was gunned down from elsewhere: another backshot exploded from within the law
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office, which took him low in the spine. It sent him into a staggering run across the porch
and pitched him spread-eagled on Main Street between the inert Martinez and the
trembling, blood-splattered Straker boy.

Then Edge powered forward as a third rifle shot exploded in the same building. But
this bullet cracked out of the muzzle of the rifle jutting between the bars of the cell window:
and he felt the hot breath of displaced air as lead zinged by his forehead and went across
the street to burrow into the chest of Morton Bryce.

The man shot in error gasped and dropped to his knees then crumpled to the
threshold of the saloon. As his terrified partner whirled, perhaps intent upon lunging into
the cover of the barroom. But Darnell saw the sudden move as an attack on him and
triggered a shot from one of his revolvers. And Don Harvey screamed, clutched at the
bullet hole in his belly and dropped into a quivering heap beside his partner.

By then Edge had checked his short run and swung the Winchester. Exploded a shot
at the cell window and grunted his satisfaction as the rifle that had been aimed at him from
between the bars for so long was released to clatter to the hard packed surface of Mossman
Road.

Acrid gunsmoke drifted in this town where there would have been total silence were
it not for the voice of Elizabeth Straker as she continued to call out the name of one of her
sons from within the law office.

Then the child with the bloodied head picked himself up and countless expressions of
relief were released by the people in the crowd as they realised the blood in Frankie
Straker’s hair and running down his freckled face was that of the dead Jose Martinez.

Ben Darnell stepped between the corpses of Bryce and Harvey, advanced to the front
of the saloon porch and thrust the matching Colts back into their holsters as he announced:
‘It’s lucky for me the flyers on these two killers state dead or alive.’

Edge said in a matching even tone: ‘I hear you were Judge Miller's godson, feller. It
was never mentioned you were a bounty hunter.’

Darnell shrugged. ‘It's a living the army gave me a good training for.’

‘No sweat,” Edge said as he thought about but chose not to mention his wish to Kkill
Bryce personally. ‘I had the same training a long time ago and made a few bucks out of
the same trade on occasion.’

‘Is that so?’

‘Did you know Bryce and Harvey killed the judge and the farming family he was

staying with outside of town?’



212

Darnell shook his head but offered no other response with word or expression as
Edge did a double take at the man. Who looked nothing at all like him but resembled him
in many other respects outside of being an army trained killer. Then Edge put to the back
of his mind an ageing man’s inconsequential reminiscences of times long gone as Elizabeth
Straker emerged from the law office.

Beside her was a sobbing boy who was the un-bloodied but otherwise identical twin
of the youngster the woman rushed to embrace: dropped to her knees and hugged and
kissed them both, unmindful of a dead man’s blood.

Isabella Gomez appeared behind her, a rifle held across the base of her bulging belly
in both hands, unthreatening. Then the Winchester was even less of a threat after she
dropped it and made a gesture with hands and head that caused her silver jewellery to
jangle and to sparkle in the sunlight as she said: ‘Marco Diaz is also dead inside the
jailhouse.’

‘All real neat and tidy,’” Darnell said.

‘I'd hardly say that!” Doris Hyams challenged as she surveyed the sprawl of corpses
on the brightly sunlit street, the blood seepage from the bullet wounds quickly stemmed by
the congealing heat of noon as the inevitable foraging flies gathered.

‘I did what I did because it was best for me!’ Isabella voiced her excuse loudly:
addressing the townspeople, many of whom turned to withdraw from the scene of
bloodshed and from the sight of her. Then she raised her voice even higher to defend: ‘In
the end, it was best for all!’

Edge lodged the rifle into the crook of an arm, took out the makings and began to
roll a cigarette.

‘Hey, mister, now I can have that whiskey you promised me?’ Billy Injun asked and
slid hurriedly out of his saddle.

‘T figure I could use a shot or two of that stuff myself, feller.’

‘And I figure you ran one hell of a risk there,” Darnell said as Edge and the mixed
breed approached the saloon. *‘And I don’t mean just for yourself.’

‘Like omelettes, feller.’

‘How’s that?’

‘You can’t make a peace without breaking a deadlock. Someone had to crack it.'

Rosita Jurez swung smoothly out of her saddle and said: ‘Muchas gracias, querido.’

Edge paused on the street while Billy Injun stepped quickly up on to the porch and
went between the two dead bodies and the batwings to enter the Dancing Horse where he

could be heard telling Jack Carr he had somebody with him who would be buying the liquor.
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‘What for, lady? Why are you thanking me?’

‘For helping me to get away from San Luis.’

‘No sweat, but I thought it was Mexico City where you wanted to go?’ He struck a
match on the Winchester butt and lit the cigarette.

‘Once I did. But Mexico City or New York City or Kansas City . . ? Here in
Bishopsburg, even?’ She shrugged, a resigned expression on her disease ravaged face. ‘I
can look anywhere for the perfect man my father sought for me, can I not?’ There was in
her dark, expressive eyes an age-old womanly wiles glint.

Edge told her: ‘You have to be careful with that, Rosita.’

‘Careful?’

\

‘If ever you do meet up with a feller you figure is the perfect man . . ."' He tipped his
hat and showed a fleeting smile. ‘It could turn out that he’s looking to find the perfect

woman. And an ugly bastard like me ain’t talking face values, lady.’

THE END





