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CHAPTER 1

THE
HAUNCH OF antelope crackled and spattered over the fire, as Duane Braddock
turned the spit. He kneeled in a cave near the Texas-Mexican
border, gazing at endless rolling desert wastes; a bald eagle
circled high in the sky.

Unrelenting silence was unhinging his mind,
and every day was the same as the last. He hunted, gathered roots,
hauled water, and wished he were somewhere else, like in a nice
little saloon, with a relaxing glass of whisky, a piano player, and
maybe, if he was lucky, some dancing girls.

 But Duane Braddock couldn’t simply ride
away from his little niche in the mountain. He was wanted for
murder in the first degree, and a posse was on his trail, not to
mention Apache scouts from the Fourth Cavalry. Duane was worth more
dead than alive, because he’d shot a certain overly zealous federal
marshal in a town farther north. The marshal had gone
loco
and tried to arrest Duane for
murder, a crime Duane didn’t commit. Duane resisted the warrant; he
didn’t trust judges and juries, his father having been hanged by a
trumped-up court in the Pecos country. Then the marshal made the
mistake of drawing on Duane, and Duane fought back in self-defense.
The marshal died of lead poisoning, and now Duane was on the dodge,
living like an Apache, constantly looking over his shoulder, ready
for anything.

He returned to the fire, yanked his Bowie
knife out of his right boot, and examined the roasting meat. It
looked about done to his practiced eyes, so he impaled it on the
knife, lowered it to the rock floor of the cave, and sliced off a
chunk. Sitting cross-legged, he gnawed tender sweet venison and
wondered how much longer he’d have to remain in hiding.

 He was nearly six feet tall, wearing black
jeans and a black shirt, with a short scraggly black beard.
Eighteen years old, he looked lethal as a panther, but he’d been
raised in a pious and holy Benedictine monastery high in the
Guadalupe Mountains, and he’d dreamed of becoming a priest someday.
Duane had never realized, as he’d sung Gregorian Chant in the
chapel, that he’d end up an outlaw in Mexico. How strange is a
man’s life, he cogitated. One day you’re living at the right hand
of the Father, and six months later, you’re on the
dodge.

Duane had been brought to the monastery at
the age of one year, after his parents had died. He’d spent most of
his life high in the clouds, cramming his mind with theology,
philosophy, and history, with an occasional dip into the classics,
and special attention to the mightiest tome of all, the Bible.

All had been going well until one day Duane
lost his temper and nearly killed another acolyte, who’d made
insulting remarks concerning Duane’s parentage. According to
monastery records, Duane’s father had been an outlaw, while his
mother had been employed as a prostitute. They’d never bothered to
get married, and Duane was extremely sensitive about his sordid
beginnings. Inarticulate with pain and rage, he’d attacked with the
first thing he could lay his hands on, a cast-iron frying pan.

It frightened him to know that he could
perform incredibly violent acts beyond his control. But he couldn’t
tolerate painful insults, and didn’t like to be pushed around. A
furnace of rebellion and resentment burned in his heart, and didn’t
require much to stoke it up. He could elucidate Saint Irenaeus’s
arguments against the heresies, but didn’t comprehend his own
personal behavior.

 Since leaving the monastery, every time
he’d turned around he’d fallen into a deeper pile of shit.
Sometimes he believed that he carried the mark of Cain. On other
occasions he thought himself capable of great achievements. He was
full of energy and optimism mixed with doubts and fears. Since
leaving the monastery, he’d developed a new ambition: to become a
cowboy and own his own ranch someday. Now the Fourth Cavalry was
after him, not to mention the posse. If only that goddamned marshal
had left him alone, he thought ruefully. I try to be polite, I’m
kind to old ladies, but before I know it, somebody’s aiming a gun
at me.

He munched pinyon nuts as he watched the
molten sun sink toward red mountainous calligraphy in the distance.
The glory of the universe pulsated through him, and he felt
saturated with the power of the Holy Ghost. But something was
missing, as if he was trying to climb onto a horse, but the saddle
kept slipping.

He knew
that he could live indefinitely in the desert, for once he’d spent
a month with a tribe of hit-and-run Apaches. They’d taught him to
track, move silently, see clearly, and hear everything, but most of
all how to locate food and water on a supposedly barren land. An
old di-yin
medicine man named Cucharo had
said that Duane’s grandfather was a famous Apache warrior. Duane
had drunk sacred tiswin with
the Apaches, and experienced incredible visions of his grandfather
that he was still trying to decipher.

 Duane would’ve lived with Apaches forever,
but couldn’t abide some of their customs. For instance, if a squaw
had twins, the father was obliged to kill one, because Apaches
believed that twins resulted from evil sorcery. Duane knew that he
could never slit his own son’s throat, regardless of circumstances,
and decided that the Apache way was a bit too barbaric and
superstitious for what remained of his Roman Catholic tastes. So
he’d left the Apaches and returned to the white man’s world, where
he’d shot the federal marshal.

He had stared at bare stone walls, and
hadn’t talked with anyone except his horse, Steve, for nearly a
month. His tobacco was gone, he had nothing to read, and he was
tired of cooking over an open fire. The desert was beautiful in all
its multi-varied splendor, but unending loneliness was rattling
him.

He wished he could stop thinking about
tobacco, but the desire became worse with every passing hour. Major
events were occurring in the world, and he didn’t know what they
were. America could be in another war with Mexico, and he was on
the wrong side of the Rio Grande.

Darkness fell on the desert, and he spotted
a border town’s faint twinkling lights to the north. Duane gazed at
those beckoning beacons every night, and imagined churches, saloons
full of colorful strangers, and homes where people sat with family
and friends at dinner tables, while he chewed charred meat in a
cave.

 He knew that the posse would tire of the
chase after a few weeks of nothing, and the Fourth Cavalry had more
important assignments than to chase one lone outlaw forever. “Maybe
it’s time I returned to civilization,” Duane said aloud, for he
often talked to himself in the cave. “I’ll use a new name, and if
folks act suspicious, I’ll climb onto my horse and gallop out of
town pronto. They say half the people in Texas are on the dodge,
and maybe somebody in that town can tell me about my
father.”

Duane had heard conflicting testimony
concerning his outlaw father. Some claimed Joe Braddock was an
innocent small rancher who went up against the big boys. Others
said he was a cold-blooded killer, rustler, and horse thief. The
only man Duane met who’d actually known his father had kept mum
about the details, because he didn’t want Duane to ride the
vengeance trail. “Best you don’t know,” he’d said, before dying of
a gunshot wound.

His name was Clyde Butterfield, and he’d
taught Duane the classic fast draw. Duane had been blessed or
cursed with unusually fast reflexes, and had occasion to use his
newly acquired skills several times since meeting Butterfield.
Then, thanks to a whisky-soaked newspaper reporter with an
overactive imagination, Duane Braddock became known as the Pecos
Kid. The ex-acolyte was struggling to assimilate the dramatic
changes in his life since he’d left the monastery, and often
wondered who he was beneath his black wide-brimmed cowboy hat.

 He gazed longingly at the town calling
across the desert, but then, suddenly, was on his feet, reaching
for his Colt .44. He spun around, yanked iron, thumbed back the
hammer, and aimed at his spare shirt hanging from a peg in the
cracked stone wall. He didn’t pull the trigger, because he didn’t
want to attract Apaches, the posse, the Fourth Cavalry, or anyone
else looking to claim the reward on his head, but the Apaches had
taught him to stay alert, with his muscles primed for action at all
times.

The town
on the edge of night was called Escondido, and its most prominent
institution was the Last Chance Saloon. As Duane fretted in his isolated cave, customers played
cards, drank, and made nefarious plans in the main room, while a
man in a striped shirt played the piano off-key.

Painted women in short dresses brought the
customers whisky, the blue-plate special, and romance at fifty
cents a throw, the latter a specialty of the house. It was the
basic border town whoop and holler, frequented by Mexican banditos,
American outlaws, unemployed cowboys, vaqueros, gamblers,
drunkards, whores, and heavily armed swaggering fools.

Forty-two-year-old Maggie O’Day owned the
Last Chance
Saloon, and her office
was at the rear of the rambling structure. It was furnished with a
crude wooden desk, some chairs, a few books, and a double-barreled
shotgun on the wall, opposite a painted portrait of General Robert
E. Lee.

Maggie was a heavyset raw-boned woman who
looked like she could lay a man out with one punch. But she wore a
frilly dress, a fancy becurled hairdo, a gold necklace, and an
emerald brooch, as she peered through gold-rimmed spectacles at the
bottom line.

The Last Chance was
raking in cabbage every night, thanks to her shrewd management. She
had considerable experience in her specialized field, which she’d
first learned at her mother’s knee—dear old momma had been a soiled
dove herself. Maggie joined the profession at the age of twelve,
learned the ropes quickly, saved her money, invested wisely,
married when it suited her, and now had the supreme luxury of
sleeping alone every night and not worrying where her next crust of
bread was coming from.

She’d never met her father, and for all she
knew, he could be the poor wretch she’d seen languishing in the
alley earlier that night, filthy and ragged, sucking a bottle of
cheap mescal. But she had more to worry about than her unknown
father. The saloon was amassing more money than she could handle
easily, and she didn’t trust banks, sheriffs, and certainly not the
townspeople of Escondido, most of whom were outlaws.

Her wealth resided in an iron safe bolted to
the wall, the window barred like a jail cell, and the door
double-thick, with three of the best locks money could buy. If
anybody wanted her earnings, he’d have to bring dynamite, and
hopefully her bodyguards would catch them in the act. One of these
days, the lid’ll blow off this town, she conjectured. I hope I’m
out of here by then. Her ultimate dream was move to San Francisco,
buy a legitimate hotel, and be a real lady instead of queen of
Escondido’s whores.

 A shot sounded on the street, and her hand
moved involuntarily toward the Smith & Wesson lying on her
desk. She always kept it handy, because anything could happen in
Escondido. Then someone knocked.

Burly Bradley Metzger, her chief bodyguard,
entered her office, wearing a black frock coat with a frilly white
shirt and black string tie. “A gal to see you. Wants a job, I
think. Should I tell her to come back tomorrow?”

“What’s
she look like?”

“Got a
scar on her face, but not too bad. She’s young.”

“Send
her in.”

Maggie returned dreary ledgers to their
drawer, as a petite woman with lustrous black hair, pale skin, and
tattered clothing entered the office. Looks thirty, but probably
seventeen, Maggie evaluated. “Have a seat. What’s yer name?”

The girl had doe eyes and a thin horizontal
scar on her right cheek. “Alice Markham. I was a-wonderin’ if you
needed a waitress.”

“Ever
been a waitress before?”

“’Bout
two years now. I’m a real hard worker, and I l’arn fast. I even
knows how to read and write a bit.”

 Maggie
selected a panatella from a mahogany humidor, lit it with a match,
and blew smoke out the side of her mouth. “I can always use a
hard-workin’ gal, but I don’t tolerate horseshit. I expect you to
be on time and lookin’ good every night yer scheduled to work. If
you fight with the customers; or the other gals, I’ll throw yer ass
onto the street so i fast you won’t know what hit you. Get my
drift?”

“You
won’t have no trouble from me, Miss O’Day. I’m here to make money
and that’s all.”

“Then
we’ll git along fine.” Maggie puffed her panatella thoughtfully,
for she’d been young and on the loose once too. “Let me give you a
little friendly advice, ’cause you look like you might need some
’bout now. I’m probably wastin’ my time, ’cause nobody ever listens
to old Maggie O’Day, but you save yer money, stay away from drink,
and don’t give everythin’ away to no smooth-talkin’ cowboy— you can
build up a nice little nest egg here. You got any good
clothes?”

The girl averted her eyes. “They’re pretty
worn out, I’m afraid.”

“I’ll
advance you some, and take it out’n yer pay. My cut is half of
ev’rythin’ you earn, but I provide room and board, and keep a clean
place. Are you with me so far?”

The girl replied: “You won’t have any
trouble with me, Miss O’Day. I don’t drink, don’t smoke, don’t
gamble, and I ain’t a-givin’ my money to no smooth-talkin’
cowboy.”

“’At’s
what they all say. Well, you can do as you damn well please, long
as it don’t interfere with my bizness. But let me tell you
somethin’ missy—fer yer own good. You look out fer my interests,
I’ll look out fer yers, and we’ll git along right fine. But you
ever cross me,”—Maggie raised the Smith & Wesson and aimed it
at Alice Markham’s head— “I’ll put one right between yer
eyes.”

 



CHAPTER 2

FATHER DIEGO GONZALEZ was having problems with his breakfast campfire. “If only I had some
paper,” he muttered in mounting frustration. Back at Santa Veronica
Iglesia in Durango, the nuns cooked his food and laundered his
clothing, but now he was a lone traveler on the Coahuilan desert,
and had to care for himself.

 He’d been
transferred to the new church in San Antonio, but the Franciscans
weren’t rich enough to provide an armed escort. It was a long
arduous journey, but he felt confident that no one, not even a
Protestant, would interfere with a priest doing the Lord’s
work.

Father Gonzalez’s sweat-soaked brown robe
billowed around his ample girth, and a straw sombrero was perched
atop his head. He’d get weak if he didn’t eat something soon, but
the wood wasn’t cooperating.

“Don’t
move,” said a voice behind him.

Father Gonzalez spun around, and his eyes
widened at a young cowboy in black clothes, with a red bandanna
around his neck and a silver concho hatband on his black cowboy
hat.

“Keep
your hands in the air,” the cowboy said.

“But I’m
a Catholic priest!” protested Father Diego.

“We’ll
see about that.”

The cowboy patted Father Diego down,
searching for a weapon. “You don’t look like you missed too many
meals.” He searched Father Diego’s saddle-bags, while aiming his
gun at the rotund priest. Inside the saddlebags were a rosary,
breviary, Bible, and vestments. The young man smiled sheepishly, as
he holstered his gun. “Guess you really are a priest. Can I help
you with that fire?”

Father Diego lowered his hands, as the
strange cowboy disappeared into mesquite and juniper as, silently
as he’d arrived. The priest wondered how he’d gotten so close
without his hearing him.

The cowboy returned after a brief interval
with handfuls of foliage and wood. He arranged the material in the
fire pit that the priest had dug, and set it afire. Flames
flickered and expanded immediately.


“There you go,” the cowboy
said.

“I’m
very grateful,” the priest said with a little bow. “I am Father
Diego. May I know your name?”

“Just
call me Joe. Sorry if I scared you, but there’s more killers and
crooks out here than you can shake a stick at. Want me to help you
with that bread?”

Before the humble priest could reply, Duane
was reaching for the wooden bowl. He emptied flour into it and
mixed it with water. “Do you have any sourdough?”

“Not
that I know of.”

“Too
bad, ’cause sourdough gives it that special taste.” Duane kneaded
and rolled biscuits, then placed them in the Dutch oven. He’d
observed cooks during his brief stints as a cowboy after leaving
the monastery in the clouds. “Shouldn’t take long. Which way’re you
headed, Father?”

“San
Antone. Are you a Catholic?”

“Yes
sir, and I was raised in a Benedictine orphanage. I wonder if you’d
hear my confession after the biscuits are done.”

“We
shouldn’t wait to confess,” replied the padre, “because we never
know when our Lord will return. I’ll watch them to make sure they
don’t burn.” He raised his hand and made the sign of the cross. “In
the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.”

 The young
man appeared embarrassed, and the padre sought to reassure him.
“There’s nothing you can tell me, my boy, that I haven’t heard a
hundred times before. Go ahead, make a full confession, and I will
absolve you in the name of Jesus.”

Duane clasped his hands and bowed his head.
“My last confession was approximately six months ago. Since then
I’m afraid I’ve ... ah ... shot a few people.”

The
desert fell silent, as Father Diego stared at him. “Excuse me, but
did you say you’d shot a few people?”

“Self-defense every time, Father. They pushed me into
it.”

“Self-defense every time?
It is difficult to believe, no?”

“I don’t
know what it is about me that bothers folks, Father, but they’re
always trying to take advantage, and am I suppose to let
them?”

The priest thought for a few moments, then
nodded sagely, for he’d heard many strange confessions during his
ecclesiastical career. “Do you have anything else to add?”

“Well,”
replied Duane, lowering his voice, “I’ve ... ah ... fornicated with
a few women.”

“I
suppose they attacked you, and tore off your clothing?”

“I know
what you’re thinking, Father. That I start everything in the first
place. But I swear I don’t. It just sort of happens.”

“Holy
Mother Church teaches that all events are caused. Where did the
killings take place?”

“Texas,”
Duane replied.

“I meant
what kinds of places?”

Duane frowned guiltily. “Saloons most of the
time.”

The priest waved his arms dramatically.
“Aha, you see? What do you expect in saloons, a Holy Hour? Stay out
of saloons, and sin no more. I’m sure that’s where you meet the
women too, no?”

“Yes,”
replied Duane.

“Do you
have anything else to confess?”

“Well,”
Duane began, “I might’ve stolen a few horses here and
there.”

“You’re
not sure?”

“It was
dark.”

“Not as
dark as your heart, I’m afraid. Young man, you simply cannot go on
like this. Thou shalt not kill.”

“What
about when somebody shoots at me?”

“It is
your duty to avoid sinful situations. Use your mind instead of your
weapons of violence. You must view every man, no matter how low, as
a brother, and every woman as the Mother of God, not a creature put
on earth to satisfy your deezgusting lustful appetites. I will ask
you to say one Rosary every day for the rest of your life. Do you have a rosary?”

“I used
to have one, but I lost it.”

“I’m
sure that’s not all you have lost.” The priest rummaged in his
saddlebag, and pulled out a black-beaded rosary. “It was made by
Mexican nuns, and you should carry it with you always, to remind
yourself of Christ’s great love for you. The biscuits are almost
finished, so let me absolve you.”


The priest intoned ancient
prayers and made the sign of the cross. “You are a very bad man,”
moaned Father Diego, shaking his head disapprovingly. Then he
examined the biscuits and peered inside the pot of coffee. “I hope
you’ll stay and have breakfast with me.”

“I’ve
already had breakfast, Father. Thank you anyway.” Duane reached
into his pocket, pulled out a twenty-dollar double eagle, and
tossed it to Father Diego. “May the peace of God be with you,
sir.”

“And
also with you.” The padre opened the pouch attached to his belt,
dropped the coin inside, then lifted the Dutch oven off the coals.
“Which way are you headed, stranger?”

There was no answer. Father Diego turned
around, but the black-garbed cowboy had disappeared.

Alice Markham looked out the window and saw
an adobe wall across the alley. Her new room reminded her of a
prison cell, not that she’d ever been locked up. She had a cot,
chair, mirror, and bottles of cosmetics lined on the crude wooden
dresser. But at least she had a roof over her head, she thought,
trying to cheer herself up.


She felt trapped. But it hadn’t
always been this way. She’d grown up in Ohio, daughter of a
hard-scrabble farmer, who died of an illness that turned his skin
yellow, leaving a wife with seven mouths to feed. Alice’s mother
soon married another farmer who was always mad at somebody, usually
his stepchildren. Then mother became sick, they had a bad crop, and
someone stole their cow. It was decided that the oldest children
should leave and find work. Alice wasn’t educated enough to be a
schoolmarm, but did the best she could. Every month she sent money
to her mother, but her life was one man after another, their faces
blurred before her eyes, and she loathed herself
totally.

She’d thought of destroying herself, but
still hoped something good might happen someday. Alice was
struggling to get ahead, but never managed to accumulate much.
She’d heard business was booming in Texas, and worked her way
south, with stops in Saint Louis, Dallas, and Camp Wood. Her latest
move had delivered her to dirty little Escondido.

Alice hated to sleep with strangers and
pretend that she enjoyed it. She desperately craved normal life,
but what man would marry a former prostitute? She didn’t have
answers to questions that nagged her constantly, but wasn’t ready
to surrender her dreams either. If Maggie O’Day can drag herself
up, so can I.

Alice looked at herself in the mirror, and
noted that her profession was taking its toll in faint threadlike
wrinkles about her mouth and eyes. She was a sensitive romantic
soul forced to sell her most precious possession for a pittance,
but she could see no avenue to improve her situation, and refused
to beg. Stuck in hell, all she could do was pray for a miracle.


That night she had to work as a
gaudy harlot yet again. Some customers would be old enough to be
her father, others would smell of horses, and one might cut her
face for the fun of it. She leaned closer to the mirror and perused
the scar on her cheek. It had come from a straight razor in the
hand of a trooper from the Fourth Cavalry. If she hadn’t pulled
back in time, he would’ve taken her head off.

Alice would carry the scar to her grave, and
no cosmetic could cover it adequately. Sometimes she considered it
grotesque, but other times saw it as a badge of honor. Alice
Markham was an odd mixture of defiance, shame, and tarnished
innocence. She didn’t trust anybody, not even her own mother.

She sat in front of the mirror and smeared
cosmetics on her cheeks and lips, as night came to Escondido.
Gradually the pallid country bumpkin became a painted Jezebel with
a naughty gleam in her eyes. “When you’re a whore,” she whispered
to the face in the mirror, “every night is Halloween.”

 



CHAPTER 3

THE PECOS KID
rode down the main street of Escondido, his eyes alert for the posse members
and the Fourth Cavalry. Light from saloons spilled onto the planked
sidewalk, illuminating armed men swaggering along, while others sat
on benches, watching the passing show. Laughter and the tinkling of
a piano could be heard from within saloons, and a few whisky-soaked
souls were passed out cold in alleyways.

Duane tried to appear casual, but maintained
his hand near his Colt .44. He wondered if the padre had recognized
him, but Texas was full of outlaws far more notorious than he. He
hoped no one would pay attention to the lone stranger.

A whiff
of broiling steak came to him from the Silver Spur Saloon, mingling with the fragrance of whisky,
beer, and manure in the middle of the dusty street. The Pecos Kid
rode all the way through town, because Clyde Butterfield, the old
gunfighter, had taught him the importance of knowing the
territory.

He passed a Protestant church, a hardware
store closed for the night, and a barber shop with a painted pole.
There was an adobe hotel, the stable, and a tobacco shop, but
saloons were the primary business in Escondido. No guns aimed at
him from behind windows, and he saw no one with a badge. He steered
Steve through the proscenium door of the stable, climbed down from
the saddle, and looked around cautiously. If anybody made a false
move, it’d be draw and fire.

An old bearded man came out of the shadows.
“He’p you, sir?”

“I’d
like you to take care of my horse. Give him plenty of oats, and you
got any apples around?”

“I can
buy some in the morning, sir.”

Duane flipped him a five-dollar coin. “Take
good care of Steve here, and I’ll take good care of you.”

“I’m
Amos Twilby.” The old man bit the coin with his two remaining
teeth, then dropped it into the front pocket of his jeans. “The
best hotel is the Belmont, and the
best saloon is the Last Chance.
They give you a good pour, and got the best gals in
town.”


Duane pulled the saddlebags off
Steve’s back and positioned them on his own shoulder. As he neared
the door, he looked both ways, hand near his Colt. It felt odd to
be in civilization again, but a short beard covered his features,
and he didn’t think anybody would recognize the man who’d shot
Marshal Dan Stowe.

Duane found the tobacco store a few doors
down, but it was closed for the night. Not sure of his next move,
he sat on the bench in front, leaned against the wall, and placed
his right hand on the walnut grip of his Colt.

Two cowboys walked by, laughing heartily and
smoking cigarettes. Duane smelled tobacco, and his lungs cried for
more, but the store wouldn’t open until morning. Only one other
place to buy tobacco—the saloons.

But if he went to a saloon, he might be
recognized by a drunkard from his past, and the overfed priest had
said that saloons were the cause of all Duane’s troubles.
Unfortunately, killers and back-stabbers loafed in saloons, and a
calamity could befall an unsuspecting citizen at any moment. Yet,
on the other hand, he had to admit that the most fascinating
individuals could often be found in drinking establishments, plus
entertainment and free food were sometimes provided.

He
needed a cigarette desperately. I’ll just stroll into the nearest
saloon, buy some tobacco, and leave immediately. I’m not
that morally weak. He touched the rosary
beneath his shirt as he stared across the street at a sign that
said Desert
Palace Saloon.

A chill came over him, which he attributed
to the cool night breeze.

Four cowboys rode tall in their saddles down
the middle of the street, their hat brims slanted low over their
eyes. They all wore guns, and Duane wondered which sheriff was
chasing them. He waited till they passed, then crossed over.

A
Mexican in a sombrero was sleeping on the bench in front of
the Desert
Palace. Woman’s laughter
came to him from inside, music to Duane’s lone-some ears. I
shouldn’t go in there, but what’s the point of being young if you
can’t do crazy things?

He opened the batwing doors and stepped out
of the light, hand near his Colt, his eyes scanning cowboys,
vaqueros, gamblers, waitresses, and gentlemen in fancy suits. It
looked pretty much like every other saloon he’d ever seen, with a
painting of naked ladies cavorting in a meadow above the bar.

No one seemed to recognize Duane, and he
spotted no tin badges. He squared his shoulders and headed for the
bar, the silver conchos on his hat-band flashing the light of oil
lamps. The bartender looked up as he approached. “What’s yer
poison?” He had hair to his shoulders and wore a patch over his
right eye.

“Tobacco
and some papers.”

The bartender grinned. “You ain’t drinkin’
tonight, cowboy?”

Duane felt nearby eyes turn toward him, and
decided to play it cool and easy. “Whisky,” he said.


The bartender tossed a small
white cotton bag of tobacco onto the counter, then poured a glass
of whisky. Duane paid, carried his purchases to an empty table
against the far wall, rolled a cigarette, and surveyed the scene
around him.

Tough-looking men played cards, slogged down
whisky, or conspired in every corner of the saloon. Some were
scarred, others wore tattoos, and a few looked like they’d shoot
you for the hell of it. They all behaved as if a posse would show
up at any moment.

A middle-aged prostitute approached, bent
over, and asked, “Can I git you somethin’ cowboy?”

Her breasts spilled out of her skimpy dress,
and he gazed at the alabaster orbs. “Not right now.”

She
walked away, wiggling her behind, and Duane felt billygoat desire.
If it hadn’t been for women, he might still be in the scriptorium,
studying Saint Augustine’s City of God, instead of drinking whisky in a lawless Texas border town.
He knew, deep in his heart, that he could’ve remained in the
monastery if he had apologized to the old abbot and done lots of
penance, but a perverse part of his mind had been curious about the
outside world. He’d been especially attracted to pretty Mexican
girls who’d attended Mass at the monastery on Sundays, and they’d
started Duane down a path that had led ultimately to the
Desert Palace
Saloon.

 Light
flickered from brass oil lamps hanging from nails banged
willy-nilly into the walls, as out-laws and banditos seemed to be
roasting in the red flames of Dante’s Inferno. The saloon exuded an
atmosphere of meanness and viciousness that you could scrape from
the walls, with everybody armed, half drunk, and ready to
fight.

I’ve ended here because of my bad temper and pretty girls,
no doubt about it, Duane
was forced to conclude. Maybe I should’ve listened to the old
abbot. Since departing
the monastery, Duane had been engaged to a saloon singer named
Vanessa Fontaine, and then to Phyllis Thornton, pretty daughter of
a prosperous rancher. Both had left him in the lurch for reasons he
didn’t fully understand, Miss Fontaine running off with an officer
in the Fourth Cavalry, and Miss Thornton returning home to daddy.
Duane was determined never to trust another woman again, based on
his limited experience.

Whores seemed the best solution to his
billygoat problem, but he’d learned that a man can’t buy love, and
love is what makes it worthwhile. I’m going to finish my whisky,
and then buy myself a steak with all the trimmings. When my belly
is full, I’ll check into the best hotel in town and get a good
night’s sleep. Duane had no money shortage, because the Apaches had
given him some gold nuggets, which he’d cashed in at a bank in
Morellos.

If I don’t look for trouble, he thought, I’m
sure it won’t come looking for me.


At the bar, a horse thief named
Sylvester Krumm sat with his mug of beer and a cigarette. He puffed
thoughtfully as he gazed across the room at a young man in a beard
and black shirt, his silver-conchoed hat tilted forward so no one
could see his features. The bartender approached with the bottle of
whisky. “Hit you again?”

“Damn
right,” replied Krumm. “Say, d’ya know that kid over thar, the one
what just bought the whisky. He’s a-sittin’ agin’ the
wall.”

The bartender shrugged. “Never see’d ’im
afore.”

“That’s
the Pecos Kid!”

“Who’s
the Pecos Kid?”

“His
name’s Duane Braddock, and he’s the one what shot Otis Puckett
about two moons ago.”

The
bartender widened his eyes. “That’s the
galoot what shot Otis Puckett?”

“I see’d
it happen meself. It was a leetle town north of here, name of
Shelby, and I was just a-passin’ through. Puckett braced ’im, and
the Kid shot him straight out.”

“You
sure that’s same Kid?”

“Sure as
I am of my own name, although I’ve been drinkin’ so much this week,
I forgot what I’m a-callin’ myself these days. But it was somethin’
to see, lemme tell yez. His hand moved so fast, one moment it was
empty, the next moment it was firin’ away.”

The
bartender regarded him skeptically. “The way you pour it down,
friend, I bet everything looks like it’s firin’ away.”

A brown cowboy hat with a beaded Navajo
hat-band turned on the stool next to Krumm. “Who’d you say that
feller was?”

“The
Pecos Kid.”


“What’d
he do?”

“Shot
Otis Puckett.”

“Horseshit. Otis Puckett lives in Laredo with his family. No
dumb kid’s ever gonna kill Otis Puckett.” The man in the brown hat
raised his voice. “You don’t know what yer a-talkin’ ’bout,
asshole!”

The saloon fell silent. The bartender
lowered his head behind the bar, and outlaws backed toward doors,
while others dropped behind tables. Duane was already on the floor,
Colt in hand, ready to fight his way out of the saloon, although he
had no idea what was going on.

Both antagonists faced each other in the
golden effulgence of oil lamps. The gauntlet clearly had been
thrown down. The man in the brown cowboy hat was named Jones, and
he peered into Krumm’s eyes. “Make yer fuckin’ move,” he said, “or
admit yer lied. What’s it’s a-gonna be?”

Krumm saw murder in Jones’s eyes, and
something told him to give way. He made a half-smile, like the
underdog offering his throat to the victor, and headed for the
door.

“Hold
on,” said Jones. “You ain’t ’pologized yet.”

Krumm quickened his pace, showing his tail
as he fled for the street. Jones rushed after him, grabbed his
shoulder, slammed him against the wall, and pressed his gun barrel
against Krumm’s nose. “I ain’t a-gonna tell you again.”


Krumm’s eyes bulged out of his
head, as the grim reaper danced crazily before him, dressed as a ·
cowboy. “Sorry,” he said, trying to hold his voice steady. “Guess I
made a mistake.”

Jones spun him around and kicked his ass
toward the door. Krumm flew outside and landed on the sidewalk, as
laughter erupted inside the saloon. Summoning his remaining shards
of dignity, Krumm arose and dusted himself off. Then he headed for
his horse, for outlaws would offer no mercy to one who’d revealed
himself a coward.

Krumm ordinarily wasn’t afraid of strangers,
but there had been something bloody and insane in his adversary’s
eyes. I wonder how many men he’ll; kill before the sun comes up? he
pondered, as he i tightened the cinch beneath his horse’s
belly.

Inside the saloon, Jones placed his gun on
the bar.

“On the
house,” said the bartender, pouring a tall one, to help settle
things down.

Jones grabbed it, sipped off an inch,
coughed, j and said hoarsely, “That goddamned fool wouldn’t know a
bull’s ass from a banjo. He said that kid over thar shot Otis
Puckett. What a crock of shit.” He pointed his gun toward Duane
Braddock. “Hey kid—you ever shoot Otis Puckett from Laredo?”

“Never
heard of him,” replied the young man sitting against the
wall.

“’At’s
what I thought. Anybody ever tell you that you look like a
girl?”


The young man arose from his
chair, but the saloon manager advanced into the line of fire. He
wore handlebar mustaches and a dirty apron. “What’s the
problem?”

Jones snarled. “Some folks try make
themselves big, when they ain’t nawthin’ but pantywaists.”

The manager retorted: “You want to shoot
somebody, do it outside. I’m tryin’ to run a business here. Why
don’t you sit down and have a steak on the house?”

“I never
turn down a free meal,” Jones said with a shrug.

The manager placed his arm over Jones’s
shoulder and maneuvered him toward a vacant table. Somebody hooted
as the bartender poured a free round. Cards were shuffled and
dealt, whisky gulped, and outlaws accompanied soiled doves to the
back rooms, as the saloon returned to its previous grungy ambiance.
Duane sipped his whisky calmly, but was rankled beneath the facade.
I haven’t been in town two minutes, and somebody recognized me! I’d
better get the hell out of here.

He tossed down the rest of his whisky,
tucked the tobacco into his shirt pocket, and headed for the doors.
He expected another insult at any moment, but emerged unscathed
into the cool night air. On his way to the stable, something moved
in an alley. Duane spun around and tightened his finger around the
trigger of his Colt. “Who’s in there?”

A drunkard burped as he staggered out,
buttoning his pants. He gazed down the barrel of Duane’s gun, and
blinked. “Whoa,” he wheezed.

“Thought
you were somebody else,” Duane replied.

Duane holstered his gun and resumed his
journey toward the stable. I just drew on an innocent drunk, and I
should’ve known better than to come to a border town. Duane soon
arrived at the stable, where he hollered, “Twilby!”

The wizened old man emerged from the
shadows. “Somebody call me?”

“Where’s
my horse?” Duane walked down the row of mounts, spotted a familiar
black tail, and then saw Steve’s head half buried in a wood bucket
full of oats. So soon? Steve’s eyes seemed to say. But we just got
here.

Duane read disappointment on the horse’s
face. “I know we’ve just arrived,” Duane tried to explain, “but
somebody recognized me.” Then Duane became aware that the
stablemaster was behind him. “How much I owe you?”

“You
jest got hyar. What the hell happened?”

“I don’t
think Escondido is my kind of town.”

Steve whinnied with dissatisfaction and
shook his head from side to side.

“He
don’t want to go,” the stablemaster said.

“But he
has to.”

“What
fer?”

“Somebody just threatened to kill me.”

The stablemaster took a step backwards and
appraised Duane in moonlight streaming through the door. “You look
like a decent feller to me. How come?”

“I have
no idea.”

“You
didn’t deal off the bottom of the deck by any chance?”

“I don’t
gamble, and I never even saw the galoot before.”

“You
might never see ’im again. It’s written in the good book when and
whar yer a-gonna die, and there ain’t a damned thing you can do
about it noways. A scorpion might climb into yer bedroll tonight,
or you could git hit by a bolt of lightning.”

He believes in predestination, Duane
realized. But I don’t. Duane turned toward Steve and saw that the
horse’s eyes were heavy-lidded with fatigue. The animal was
terrified of Apaches, for whom horse meat was the greatest
delicacy.

Duane
turned toward the old stablemaster of the plains. “What’re
you on the dodge for?”

“What
makes you think I’m on the dodge?”

“Everybody in this town’s on the dodge. Who’s the
sheriff?”

“We
ain’t
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