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Chapter One – Desert Windfall

 


WADE COBURN HAD been following the wagon’s trail for
three days and he figured it was now headed into a big, arid canyon
he’d caught a glimpse of from the last ridge he had crossed.

His empty belly growled as he reined in his dusty
claybank on a small hogback rise and wiped a forearm across his
sweating face. The Mexican desert heat hammered at him and he
looked around in vain for a tree of some kind. But the only shade
was that thrown by boulders and none were large enough to give a
man and horse shelter from the sun’s blast. He figured they would
increase in size as he approached the canyon, for he could see what
looked like a mist-shrouded mesa rising against the pulsing sky
between the hogback and the heat-dancing horizon.

Maybe he was a fool for bothering with the wagon’s
tracks at all, he told himself. But when a man’s pockets were empty
and he had a belly to match, any sign of another traveler in this
hellish land was welcome. The wheel marks were definitely those of
a wagon, a four-wheeled Conestoga, most likely—not the crude,
wooden discs used by local Mexicans on their two-wheeled carts.

A Conestoga likely meant Americans,
traveling down from the border, as he had, aiming to try their luck
in the silver mining boom in Mexico. His own luck had all been bad
and he had left his gear rusting and rotting in the dead-end canyon
shown on the map he had been fool enough to buy from a half-breed
in a bar in Laredo. Coburn had been suspicious at the time, but
the hombre had been mighty convincing. He had shown him samples of ore
which he said he had dug out of the mine, before being forced to
abandon it because of a developing lung complaint. The half-breed
had put on a good act, struggling to breathe and coughing into a
blood-stained kerchief …

He’d been well and truly conned and had nobody to
blame but himself. Not only had he lost most of the stake he had
saved for the small spread he had dreamed of owning in the Big
Bend, but he had also lost all the tools and equipment he had
bought. His packhorse had broken a leg near the mine and he had had
to shoot it. Hell, not only shoot it; he’d had to eat it, too, in
order to survive.

Even when he finally called it quits and left the
mine, there had been one more slice of the devil’s cake waiting for
him. A violent sandstorm struck with the suddenness of a lightning
bolt and blew for three days and nights, abrading his skin until it
was red and raw. When it was over he had no idea where he was,
except it was a good bet he was somewhere in the north of
Mexico.

It worried him, because he
knew bandidos and revolutionaries inhabited these parts and if he ran
into either, he would be in for a slow and painful death. They
didn’t much like gringos at the best of times, but especially didn’t care for
gringos
without
money.

Then, around noon, the sandstorm had
finally abated and the sun had burned down, a molten, yellow ball
in a cloudless sky. That was when he had seen the wagon tracks.
They had looked like salvation to him, but it had been no easy job
following them. Whoever was with the wagon—and he estimated it to
be three men—had been mighty cautious. Not that he blamed them, for
judging by the depth of the tracks, the wagon must be fully laden
and any group of bandidos or rebels coming upon them would quickly relieve them of
their goods. So they had covered their tracks in several places but
Coburn’s Army scout training had stood him in good stead and he
quickly picked up their sign and kept following. They appeared to
be heading almost due south, but he didn’t care, just as long as
they could give him some grub and show him the way out of this
desolate country. The sandstorm must have driven him far south of
his original trail and he realized he had been fortunate not to
have perished.

Coburn set the weary claybank down the slope of the
hogback and headed towards the wide entrance to the canyon. Judas
Priest! It was still early, but it was like riding through a
furnace. He simply had to catch up with them today—and soon—for
there was no more than a mouthful of tepid water remaining in his
canteen.

It worried him some that these men
were heading so far into Mexico, for they would soon be south of
the mining area if his calculations were correct. Down there was
revolution country, with the Federales and rebels clashing frequently and bloodily. He
had heard of men simply disappearing off the face of the earth.
Deep in Mexico was no place to be right now and he resolved that if
he didn’t catch up with the wagon today, he would let it go. He
would have to try to find his own way out of this
hellhole.

The glare and heat from the canyon walls hit him
like a blast from hell. It was as if he’d opened the door of a
furnace. The walls sloped and twisted, like a series of giant
baffles and the heat simply bounced from wall to wall, until it
found an exit at the canyon mouth. The glare was so intense, he
couldn’t see as well as he wished and uneasiness surged through
him, causing him to loosen the big Colt in the holster tied down on
his right thigh and ease his Winchester in its scabbard. The rifle
was hot to his touch and he swore and blew on his fingers. As he
did so, his body swayed slightly in the saddle—and that saved his
life.

Two rifles cracked from somewhere up on the canyon
walls, and the bullets passed so close that one tugged at the
loose, flapping edge of his vest. The old instincts took over and
his heels slammed hard into the flanks of the claybank. The
startled horse leapt forward with a shrill whinny. At the same
time, Coburn palmed up his six-gun and snapped two fast shots at
the puff of gun smoke rising from a nest of egg-shaped rocks
halfway up one sloping wall. His lead lifted rock dust and a man
jerked back, startled. Coburn triggered again, at the same time
using his knees to steer the racing horse in a zigzag pattern.

The bullet struck the drygulcher smack in the center
of the chest and he staggered, then stumbled forward and fell, body
jamming between the rocks. By now, the other rifle was hammering
and Coburn, lying low along the claybank’s back, glimpsed the
second drygulcher standing with rifle to shoulder, working lever
and trigger at eye-blurring speed. But his speed affected his aim
and although his lead came close, there were no hits.

The man’s rifle clicked emptily at the same moment
that Wade Coburn skidded the claybank around a jutting boulder.
Straightening in the saddle, he rammed the smoking Colt back into
leather and leaning sideways, slid his Winchester from its
scabbard. Another rifle crashed close by and he felt the claybank
stagger under the impact of a bullet. With a strangled whinny, it
reeled violently sideways and started to go down. Coburn kicked
free of the stirrups and, grasping the rifle, leapt away from the
falling animal.

He hit the ground hard, rolling in behind a low line
of broken rocks. Two bullets sent chips flying nearby as he
squirmed around on his belly and poked the rifle between two rocks,
eyes searching for the bushwhacker. Gunsmoke drifted into the sky
from a ledge on the wall of the canyon and Coburn was swinging his
rifle barrel back towards the source of the gun smoke, when the
killer opened fire again. Chips of rock stung Coburn’s face and
drew blood. He spun away, triggering a wild shot as two more slugs
whined close to him. Another ripped his hat from his head and he
instantly cried out and flung a handful of dust into the air,
hoping that from up on the ridge, it would look as if he was
writhing in agony.

Panting, clawing dirt from his eyes, Coburn squirmed
around between two jagged rocks, as the man up on the ledge raised
his head to peer over the edge. Coburn levered and fired all in the
one movement and his lead struck home, spinning the drygulcher
around. Coburn’s rifle barked again and the man jerked upright,
nose-dived off the ledge and plummeted down into the canyon.

Coburn watched the man fall, levering in a fresh
shell as he did so. Then a trickle of stones spilled onto his
shoulder. He flipped over onto his back, wrenching the rifle around
and jamming the butt hard into the earth at his side. He fired at
the same time as his would-be assassin, who was perched on the
ledge above and behind him.

The canyon reverberated with the thundering blasts
of the rifles and Coburn’s body jarred as lead burned across his
ribs. Then, through the powder smoke, he saw his attacker drop his
rifle and clutch at a gaping wound in his chest as he tottered
forward and pitched into space. The man turned a complete
somersault in the air, thudded to the ground and didn’t move.

Coburn lay on his side, left hand pressed against
his bleeding ribs as he spun the rifle around the trigger guard
with his right hand, cycling the action and bringing another
cartridge into the breech. Painfully, Coburn turned to look at the
man who had tumbled from the ridge, but even from here, he could
see he presented no danger. If the bullets hadn’t finished him, the
fall certainly had.

Coburn pushed himself up onto one elbow and pulled
up his bloody shirt. The bullet had gouged a shallow groove across
his ribs. He pulled off his bandanna and wadded it over the wound,
then tearing the tail from his shirt he used it to bind the pad
into place. The pain was intense now, and it worsened when he
breathed. He figured maybe a rib had been splintered but gradually
the pain eased allowing him to breathe more normally and slowly he
sat up. He saw at a glance his horse was dead and he swore
bitterly.

Using the rifle as a lever, he pushed himself to his
feet, and swaying a little unsteadily, stumbled back to where the
body of the first man he had shot lay. He was dead. It was obvious
he was an American, aged about forty, but carrying no
identification. It was the same story with the other two. No
identifying papers or letters. He sat back on his haunches, wincing
a little with pain, pursing his lips thoughtfully. Then he jumped
as one of the men stirred slightly, rolling his head to one side,
moaning.

Coburn knelt beside him, six-gun in hand, but he
could see as he looked down into the slowly-opening, pain-filled
eyes that the man was dying. His eyes showed alarm, as they focused
on Coburn’s face.

“Take it easy, feller,” Coburn told
him quietly, placing a hand on his shoulder.

The man stared, blood flecking his lips as he tried
to speak. Coburn leaned closer, his ear almost touching the man’s
mouth but he could only make out incoherent sounds. Then he caught
one word clearly and his blood went cold.

“Ranger …!”

There was no mistaking it; that was what the dying
man had said—Ranger. And the word before it could have been damned.
Was the man cursing him, thinking he was a Ranger? Was that why
they had laid the ambush?

“My God!” he breathed. “If
these hombres were waiting to kill me because they figured I was a
Ranger—just what the hell were they up to?”

One thing was certain: he wasn’t
going to find out from this hombre, for the man shuddered and a death rattle came from
his throat. By the time Coburn stood up the man was
dead.

Coburn stood looking around at the dead men for a
long moment, his face grim. It was a rugged face, one that had been
around for thirty years. It was seamed and tanned by a life spent
in the open, the eyes permanently narrowed from squinting at
shimmering horizons. They were blue-green and could take on an icy
hue when the situation warranted. He was just over six feet tall,
rangy, corded with muscle and he walked with a slight limp, the
result of a bullet from an old Remington in the hands of a
scalp-hunting Sioux some years earlier.

He thumbed back his bullet-punctured hat and
scratched his head, his sweat-matted fair hair curling forward over
his forehead. There was a feeling of nausea in his belly and he
turned and walked slowly up the canyon, rifle once again at the
ready as he rounded a jutting bastion of rock.

Beyond was the wagon, a large Conestoga as he had
figured, and a team of mules was ground-hitched on a patch of grass
to the left. Three horses, obviously mounts, were hobbled by a
small waterhole under an overhang of wind-scoured rock. There had
been a small campfire burning right back under the overhang, but
now it was only coals. Even so, Coburn’s mouth watered as he
smelled coffee and saw the blackened pot at the edge of the fire.
An old flour sack lying close by likely contained grub and,
hurrying across, he rummaged inside and found some jerky. While he
chewed the leathery, highly-spiced meat, he also discovered some
cloth-wrapped sowbelly in the sack. In a second bag was flour,
bicarbonate of soda and salt—all the makings of biscuits. He poured
coffee into a battered tin mug but it was too hot to drink. He set
it on a rock, sat back on his haunches and stared at the wagon.

He looked at it for a long time without moving. He
studied the underside of the vehicle, but the wheels didn’t look
splayed out from the axles as he half-expected and the springs were
no more compressed than one would expect on a heavily-loaded wagon
bed.

Coburn drank the coffee then stood up, wiped his
mouth on the sleeve of his shirt and had another bite of the jerky
strip, placing the remains in his shirt pocket. His side was sore
but wasn’t bleeding as profusely. He held one hand over the
bandaged pad and with the cocked rifle in the other, approached the
Conestoga. Using the rifle barrel, he pushed aside the canvas
flaps. Inside he saw a church organ and some polished,
heavily-timbered pews. There was also a lectern, some padded chairs
and boxes of Bibles. The latter were stacked around the sides of
the wagon bed.

To say that Coburn was surprised would be putting it
mildly. He stood for a full five minutes, staring at the unexpected
cargo, before lowering the tailgate and clambering inside. The big
organ was secured by ropes and its polished, dark wood was covered
with a layer of dust. He loosened the ropes and tried to lift one
end. It hurt his side, but he managed to exert enough pressure to
know that he couldn’t have lifted it anyway. Apparently it was the
organ, together with the stacked pews, chairs and boxes of Bibles,
that accounted for the deep wheel tracks.

Climbing down from the wagon, he crawled underneath
and examined the floorboards. Working the blade of his clasp knife
through the boards up into the wagon bed proper, he convinced
himself there was no false flooring in the Conestoga.

Relieved yet still puzzled, he moved to the driving
seat and lifted the lid of the box underneath. He found some old
rags, a can of hub grease, some tools, spare harness and a canvas
satchel with oilskin-wrapped papers inside. These were the
consignment notes for the freight, showing it was to be delivered
to the San Angelo Mission, San Angelo, Durango Province, Mexico,
where the good Fathers of Mercy would make payment on delivery. It
seemed that some sort of deposit had already been paid to the
Sabinas Freight Company when the organ had been initially
ordered.

Coburn frowned, wondering why the fathers hadn’t had
the goods shipped across the Gulf by boat. There was likely some
good reason and it was nothing to do with him, anyway. Amongst the
papers he found some folded cards, three in number, which
identified the holders as employees of the Sabinas Freight Company,
Laredo, Texas, and authorized them to collect payments and incur
debts on behalf of the company. There were spaces for names to be
inserted.

Coburn tapped one of the cards against his teeth and
grinned. It seemed that Lady Luck had smiled on him, after all. He
had himself a wagonful of church furnishings and an organ to be
paid for on delivery, and a card entitling him to collect the
money.

It was a sizeable amount, too: over three thousand
dollars. And he figured he was entitled to it after sustaining a
wound and almost being killed by the three men back at the canyon
entrance. Then his smile faded. There was still the mystery of the
dying ambusher mentioning the word ‘Ranger’ … But, although he had
been suspicious and thought the wagon must have been carrying
contraband, he hadn’t been able to find any. Certainly the men had
been hardcases, handy with guns, but they would need to be to make
a freight run down into Mexico with revolutionaries everywhere.
Perhaps the dying man had said ‘stranger’ and not ‘ranger’ … He
would never know, so it was no use continuing to puzzle over it.
They had been trigger-happy, but he had survived and now this
wagonload of goods would be his compensation—a windfall that he
aimed to collect.

He had never heard of the Sabinas Freight Company,
in Laredo or anywhere else, and he felt no guilt about collecting
money due to them and keeping it: not when they employed killers
like the three he had run into. So he would bury the men, hitch up
the team and, guided by the creased and stained map he had found in
the seat box, head for the San Angelo Mission, deliver the goods
and collect.

Then he would ditch the Conestoga someplace and ride
back to Texas—and the spread in the Big Bend country. After the
long weeks of back-breaking labor searching in vain for silver, it
looked as though everything was going to work out for him
anyway.

He began to whistle softly as, limping slightly, he
made his way back up the canyon towards the sprawled dead men.


Chapter Two – Fathers Without Mercy

 


IF WADE COBURN’S notion that his luck had changed
for the better was firmly established in his mind, it wasn’t
destined to remain there long.

He cooked himself a full meal, the first in a week,
and after devouring it, he rolled and lit a cigarette from tobacco
and papers he’d taken from one of the dead men. He then hitched the
team of mules to the Conestoga, tied the three mounts to the
tailgate, and headed out of the canyon just on sundown, figuring it
would be easier on the animals traveling at night.

He took his direction from the stars,
checked it against the map, and moved the team along. After ten
o’clock, the moon rose. It was in its third quarter, so there was
plenty of light and he dozed on the wagon seat, allowing the mules
to make their own way along the trail. He awoke at regular
intervals and checked his surroundings with a hand on his rifle
which rested on the seat beside him. Coburn didn’t really expect
trouble for it was well-known that Mexican bandidos were not partial to night
raids.

He drove through the night and rested up during the
heat of the day. On the second night he saw lights on a high mesa
and, checking the map, was pleased to see that they could only be
coming from the San Angelo Mission. Arriving on a calm and clear
moonlit night with the angelus still ringing across the land seemed
to augur well.

Coburn had signed the identity card and he checked
his shirt pocket to make sure it was still there. The oilskin
wallet containing the consignment notes rested in his hip pocket.
The trail leading up to the mission was too steep and dangerous to
attempt at night, so he camped at the foot of the mesa amongst some
rocks. Playing it safe, he rigged a dummy from his bedroll and
covered it with his blankets, hat at one end, boots at the other
and spent the night amongst rocks overlooking the camp, nursing
both rifle and six-gun.

The night passed uneventfully and Coburn ate a cold
breakfast before hitching up the team and starting the long haul up
the mesa trail, fighting and cursing the stubborn mules. Eventually
they reached the top and the wagon lurched and creaked along the
narrow trail leading into the grounds of the mission. He saw
movement in the bell tower and heard shouting, so he figured he had
been spotted as soon as he’d topped the rise. It appeared that they
had been expecting him.

He saw three brown-robed figures come through a
gateway in the wall surrounding the living quarters and as he
lifted a hand in greeting, the leading padre made the sign of the
cross in a blessing. Coburn felt a mite uneasy as he reined in,
looking about him at the chickens, hogs and other farm animals,
wondering where the other padres were. It was past midmorning and
he had heard that this order was very spartan. The members rose
before daylight to tend the animals and crops. They worked
barefoot, wearing nothing but coarsely-woven robes.

“Welcome, my son,” the leading padre
said, his face shadowed by the battered, broad-brimmed hat he wore.
He lifted his silver crucifix, held it towards the wagon and
blessed the contents in Spanish. “We have waited a long time for
our organ and seats for the chapel. It has been completed for more
than a year and still hasn’t any seating or music for the
congregation from the village … The organ hasn’t been damaged, I
trust?”

“Not as far as I know,” Coburn
answered, starting to climb down. But the padre held up a hand and
gave him a quick smile.

“You have had travail enough,
señor, bringing the organ all this way. We will unload it.”
Without waiting for Coburn to reply he turned his head and snapped
an order, that sounded more military than religious, to one of the
two men accompanying him. The man turned at once and went back
through the gate.

Just as the gate closed behind the padre, Coburn
glimpsed somebody wearing mustard yellow. It didn’t have
significance right away, but within ten seconds his brain had
interpreted what he had seen and he knew it had been the uniform of
a soldier.

He spun towards the head padre, but it was the man
beside him who moved and hit Coburn across the side of the head
with the barrel of a six-gun he’d pulled from beneath his robe.
Coburn fell to his knees and the head padre kicked him in the
chest, sending him sprawling. As Coburn reached for his Colt, the
padre’s booted foot stomped on his wrist, pinning it to the ground.
The second man covered him with the cocked revolver.

“What the hell …?”

“Just relax, Americano,” the ‘padre’
told him, stripping off the robes and revealing his own
mustard-colored uniform bearing the insignia of lieutenant. He took
a pistol from a holster on his hip and knocked off the
broad-brimmed hat, revealing mean eyes and cropped black hair
topping a bullet head. He cocked the revolver slowly, the muzzle
aimed between Coburn’s eyes. “Ah, don’t worry, gringo, you will not die so fast. There
must be much you can tell me about the other contrabandistas
in your
organization, so I will guarantee that your death will be very
slow, and very, very painful …” He laughed harshly.

Uniformed soldiers trooped through the gateway,
opened the back of the Conestoga and clambered inside. Coburn lay
there, dazed, heart hammering, as he watched the soldiers heave the
lectern, pews and boxes of Bibles over the side. One box burst open
and leather-bound books spilled onto the dusty ground. The
lieutenant laughed harshly and casually kicked Coburn in the side.
He gagged and doubled-up as pain knifed through his wound. The
lieutenant arched his eyebrows when he saw the blood on his
shirt.

“Ah, a wound, amigo? No doubt that explains why you have arrived alone,
instead of with the two companions we expected.”

“Listen, you’ve got this all
wrong!”

“Sí, of course we have, amigo.” The boot drove into Coburn’s side again. “Get up and come
over here.”

With the second man’s gun prodding his spine, Coburn
was relieved of his Colt and shoved to the side of the wagon where
the Bibles had spilled from the smashed case. In the back of the
wagon, a dozen men labored to move the heavy, ornate organ.

The lieutenant stooped and picked up one of the
Bibles. Grinning, he turned away, shielding the book with his body
for a moment. Then he turned back and thrust it beneath Coburn’s
nose.

The pages had been cut and the centers removed
leaving a hollow square, in which rested four clips of cartridges
for a Mauser rifle. Coburn felt an icy knot form in his guts. He
started to speak, but the words were lost in a wild shouting and
creaking as the soldiers lost their grip on the organ and it tilted
dangerously on the tailgate of the wagon. It seemed to hang there
for a moment, then slid past the point of balance and crashed to
the ground.

The polished, ornately-carved wood splintered, the
artistically decorated pipes buckled and broke free of their
mountings and the body of the organ split wide open.

Coburn knew then why it had been so damned heavy. It
was stacked with burlap-wrapped Mauser rifles.

And as he watched, speechless, other soldiers kicked
apart the pews, lectern and padded seats and revolvers and more
rifles spilled out onto the ground.

Then the lieutenant kicked his legs out from under
him and he fell to the ground. An instant later, the lieutenant’s
boot was thrust against the back of his head and his face was
crushed into the ground.

The man laughed harshly. “Ah,
gringo,
you will have a lot
to tell us about your friends who sent this load of contraband.
No?”

 


The rattle of the firing squad’s rifle fire filtered
down through the dank, stone corridors to Coburn’s cell, disturbing
his fitful sleep. Even before he was fully awake, his mind told him
it must be Friday.

Friday was execution day in San Angelo Prison.

Sometimes the prisoners were
condemned to be shot, at others they were hanged. And on occasions,
depending on the mood of the comandante, they were dispatched in different ways including
the axe, garrote, crushing weights, or some other brutal
means.

The San Angelo Prison was a terrible place to be and
Wade Coburn had spent two pain-filled weeks there already. There
were times when he actually prayed that his name would be on the
next execution list.

But, judging by the clatter of the firing squad’s
rifles out in the courtyard, he had survived yet one more week.

Naturally, the lieutenant had not believed his story
at the San Angelo Mission. Coburn had tried to use his bullet wound
to substantiate his story. But the officer had told him he could
just as easily have had a falling-out with his two companions and
sustained the wound in the resulting fight.

“Hell’s sakes! I can take you to where
I buried ’em!” Coburn had said, desperation in his
voice.

All it had earned him was the
lieutenant’s fist in his stomach. “Gringo fool! You think I am an idiot to fall for such
lies? Or that I have time to pander to your stupid whims? No, you
are guilty of gunrunning and by law I could shoot you on the spot.
But I think it will be more interesting for you to spend some time
in San Angelo Prison at the hands of our expert interrogator.” He
had grinned coldly, showing his big, yellow teeth, and Coburn had
marveled that the man’s face could change so much, just because he
now wore a peaked cap and uniform instead of the monk’s robes he
had worn earlier. “His ancestors were Inquisitors in Spain, so he
is a man who indeed knows his trade.”

Coburn could attest to the interrogator’s expertise.
His body was one mass of pain and while so far, they had refrained
from actually breaking any bones, he knew it wouldn’t be long
before they did. And yet, the previous day he had felt for a while
that he was winning—if he could dare use such a term in this
situation. He had seen uncertainty in the dark, usually
expressionless eyes of the interrogator, and also on the face of
the officer who stood by. They had exchanged some rapid Spanish and
through the pain roaring in his head, Coburn heard one of them
say:

“If he still will not change his story
after all this, there seems little point in proceeding. He is of
the strong type, but if the next stage breaks him, he will merely
tell us what he thinks we want to hear. There will be no truth in
it: he will confess to anything in order to stop the pain … I
believe this one has already told everything he knows.”

The other had replied, “Throw him
back in his cell and I will speak with the comandante.” Then he’d paused and through a red mist of
pain, Coburn had seen the man’s olive-skinned face harden as he
said, “I think he will not be pleased, even if you are
correct.”

Coburn didn’t hear what reply, if any, the
interrogator made, for the pain overwhelmed him and when he awoke
he was lying on the lice-ridden straw palliasse in his damp
cell.

The door suddenly crashed open, hitting the wall
with a dull clang, and dim orange light washed into the cell as a
guard peered in. For an instant Coburn’s heart thundered against
his ribs, believing he had, after all, made the executioner’s list
today. But when the guard spoke, the words weren’t what he expected
to hear.

“Hey, gringo. Some good news for you. You’re not on
today’s condemned list.” The man paused but Coburn said nothing. He
merely sagged back on the bunk and the guard laughed harshly.
“No, gringo, not today’s list. But the comandante has decided you are a special prisoner, so
he is having a special execution day, just for you—tomorrow, at
dawn. Sleep well, gringo!”

Laughing he withdrew and the door clanged behind
him.

So, that’s it, Coburn thought. Dawn. End of the
trail. Well, he hadn’t had a bad life, he supposed. He had done
nothing memorable and there would be few who would miss him: a
couple of old Army pards, maybe, or an officer or two whom he had
led safely through hostile Indian country. Mostly though, his
passing would go unnoticed. Well, so be it.

 


The small village of Pastora nestled in the rugged
foothills, some twenty-seven miles south-west of San Angelo. Since
the silver strike in the hills, its population had swelled more
than a hundred-fold.

Most of the buildings were
constructed of adobe and clapboard, but as with all boom towns,
enterprises had sprung up under canvas. Huge tents dotted the
slopes and the vacant lots, doing business as whorehouses, saloons,
and gambling dens. Some were stores selling mining gear brought
down from the States at exorbitant prices. Few of the enterprises
that made a lot of money quickly were legal, but this was easily
overcome. The local Federale officer could be bought—and was, over and over
again.

The men under his command, his Town Patrol,
consisting of a dozen evil-visaged brigands in uniform, raked off a
small percentage of his bribes. They supplemented this by
intimidation and whatever other means they could use to squeeze a
few extra pesos from the inhabitants of Pastora.

The shepherds who made up the original inhabitants
kept to their stone and adobe cottages outside the town and tended
their flocks on the hillside. A few had forsaken their sheep to try
their hands at silver mining, but most had returned to their
original occupation, no richer.

It was a town that ebbed and flowed with groups of
hard men. Bearded miners, drifters, gamblers and conmen came and
went. Cantinas, whorehouses and gambling dens were packed with
those who had been fortunate enough to win a few nuggets from the
hard ground, trying their luck at doubling or trebling their stake.
Few managed it. Most of the games of chance were rigged.

With the tequila flowing freely, it was only natural
that tempers would flare and arguments start. Some commenced with
fists, progressed to knives or guns and ended with someone dead or
dying.

One such argument involved a young Texan named Luke
Rome …

It started out innocently enough with Rome coming
into the cantina around sundown, having a couple of drinks,
ignoring the saloon girls, then wandering into the gambling hall
next door. He pushed through the sweaty, trail-stained crowd and
made his way to the dice tables where a crap game was in progress
and causing a lot of interest and activity amongst the betting
fraternity. He shook his head as someone offered him odds against
the roller making his point and ran his gaze over the crowd. He was
young, around twenty and seemed nervous, but determined to carry
out whatever purpose had brought him here.

A big man in front of Rome had the dice and was
shaking them in his hairy hand as a hush fell over the table. Rome
glanced at the man and unthinkingly grabbed his arm just as he
threw. The dice spilled from his hand and dropped feebly onto the
green baize. A roar went up from the crowd. A three and a four
showed. The man had been trying to make a five. Not noticing, Rome
asked, “Anyone here know a feller callin’ hisself Jarvess? Or his
two pards, Hallam and Garner? I was told they liked dice
games.”

“I like dice games, you son of a bitch!”
snapped the big man angrily, tearing his arm free and slamming Rome
in the chest. “Lookit you just made me do! You goddamn idjut, that
throw counts and it puts me down eleven hundred bucks! So I figure
you better come up with that pronto or I’m gonna take it outa your
hide!”

Rome frowned. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to spoil
your play … I certainly don’t have that kind of money.”

“Then you’re gonna die, you stupid
bastard!” snarled the big man. The onlookers scattered as he used
his elbows to make room, spread his legs and faced the young cowboy
squarely, his blocky face ugly with anger.

Rome’s mouth dropped open and he swiftly held up his
right hand, backing off a little.

“Just a minute!” he cried hoarsely.
“I—I said I was sorry. I—I didn’t think. I don’t want no trouble
…”

“Well, trouble is what you’re goin’ to
get, you hoss’s ass!” roared the big man and he lunged forward and
batted Rome back and forth across the mouth with a gnarled,
hairy-knuckled hand.

Rome staggered into the crowd and was roughly shoved
back by the men who resented having their game interrupted. Blood
spurted from his smashed lips and his head rang. Tears of pain
filled his eyes as he straightened, left hand going to his mouth.
Suddenly his blue eyes narrowed and he said in a shaky voice, as he
backed away, “Weren’t no call for that.”

“Fight, you scum!” snarled the big
man, vengeance-bent now and urged on by some of his
pards.

He strode forward and slammed a heavy fist into
Rome’s midriff. He gagged and doubled over. The big man smashed a
knee into his face and Rome fell heavily to the floor, groaning,
hands covering his blood-streaked face. Then the big man stomped
him, driving his booted foot down onto his chest. It was a
crippling blow and Rome yelled in pain. Then, apparently deciding
that things had gone far enough, he rolled away, right hand
streaking for his six-gun.

Men yelled and dived for cover and the big man
lunged sideways, reaching for his own Colt. Rome fired through the
bottom of his holster and his lead took the big man in the left
thigh.

The man went down hard, his leg flying out from
under him as if jerked by a wire. He came up onto one knee, face
gray with pain, yanked his own six-gun free and fired at the
still-moving Rome. His lead took the young man in the back and he
gasped and crashed forward into a table and chairs, knocking them
down with a clatter.

Rome rolled onto his side and kicked a chair off his
legs. He saw the big man again drawing a bead on him and cried,
“Oh, hell, no!” at the same time squeezing the trigger of his gun.
The big man fired too, and both men jarred with the strike of lead.
The gambler fell with a crash and shuddered violently several times
before lying still.

Rome lay on his back, the center of his chest
smashed in by the gambler’s bullet. But he was still alive and his
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