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Quite a gathering outside
the church.

Not a smart, Sunday-best crowd
though. More a weekday-shabby, work-stained bunch. But then Serrano
Dinero was a pretty shabby kind of place. No gold in them thar
hills any more. Just a bare living to be scratched from the
land.

And if, looking at the
meeting house, the man called Edge thought the citizens had the Old
Time Religion, he was wrong.

Not a service but a sale. No
preacher man but an auctioneer. All the worldly
goods of a
man called Seth Fry—who could let everything go to the poor on
account he was due to die at noon.

A forced sale, vigilante law and
a bunch of men getting liquored-up to face the hanging. Not a good
time for a stranger to ride into town. And for
Edge, things
were about to get a lot worse fast.
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Chapter One

 


ABOUT TWO DOZEN
men watched Edge
ride up the long and gentle grade into Serrano Dinero. Some
overtly, some indifferently.

They maybe followed his progress toward
them, he figured sardonically, because there was not much else to
do this warm, northern California morning while they killed time
waiting for an event of greater interest to take place. And since
the bunch was gathered into a loose-knit crowd out front of the
largest of the buildings scattered widely across the upper slope of
the optimistically named hill, it seemed likely that they were
waiting for something to happen.

Riding his bay gelding at an
easy pace up the north-facing grade of the hill that in translation was called
Money Mountain, Edge paid scant attention to the men. Instead cast
indifferent glances of his own over the range of near derelict
stone, timber, canvas and tin constructed buildings spread across
the upper slope without any concern for form. But there was a
purpose for the layout of the community, he realized. For Serrano
Dinero was a long-established mining camp that over many years had
developed into a town of sorts: and most of the places had been
built where the original claims were staked. Except for the large
building where the crowd waited, and a few others sited close by
which looked to be stores and other business premises.

It seemed to be a town that was
close to dying from a lack of the raw material which had once justified its
existence, if the wretchedness of the place and its visible
citizens was a measure of success.

As he drew near to a shack of
tin sheets and logs that, like the others, had been repaired often
(and not much lately), a short and skinny, bald-headed old-timer maneuvered
himself arthritically out around the canvas flap hung at the
doorway, warned dolefully:

‘You got here at a bad time, stranger.’

His toothless mouth was twisted
in a scowl and his small eyes squinted in the
brightness
of the daylight. He wore a torn shirt, shapeless pants held up by a
length of string and laceless boots.

Edge reined in the gelding,
glanced up at the sun in the cloudless eastern sky, said: ‘Looks to
be something after ten o’clock. Why’s that a bad
time in these
parts?’

The old man spat noisily to the
side, muttered: ‘If that’s supposed to be funny, you oughta be told
it’s no time for humor, that’s for sure, mister.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘They plan to hang a man at noon. Seth Fry
by name.’

Edge gestured up
the slope: ‘Reason
for the gathering?’

‘Kinda.’

‘A little early, ain’t they?’

The seventy-year-old man wiped
wetness from his nose on the back of his hand, explained: ‘Dead men
don’t have no need of belongings, mister. Bunch are out front of
the church because that’s where they’re gonna hold the auction for Seth
Fry’s personal effects.’

‘Obliged for the information,’ Edge said and
heeled his horse forward.

‘Didn’t oughta be allowed is my
view,’ the old man called after him. He spat again, into the dust
raised by
the slow-moving hooves of the gelding. ‘Sellin’ off what’s left of
a man’s life before he’s dead and gone. No, sir, it surely didn’t
oughta be allowed.’

‘Henry, it ain’t no use you
gettin’ hot under the collar about somethin’ you can’t change, I
keep telling
you that!’

The woman inside the shack
sounded as old as the man. More life-wearied than he looked. And
totally devoid of any brand of conviction that gave Henry a spark
of animation. As Edge rode closer to the group waiting to bid for
the personal
effects of a condemned man, interest in him diminished. Perhaps
because he was seen to be a stranger to this hilltop community, so
therefore unlikely to compete with them in the sale of
goods.

Or maybe it was not so much a
lessening of interest in some cases: instead, an anxiety not to be seen to
be curious about the stranger. Which was a common reaction
triggered by this darkly-garbed, tall and lean, half Mexican-half
European, wholly American man when he rode into small and isolated
communities where his brand of hard looks were frequently viewed
with suspicion, resentment, even fear.

The old-timer had called the
building where the crowd was gathered a church. It looked to Edge
to be nothing more than a single story, frame-built meeting hall, longer
than it was wide. Until he was close enough to read the lettering
of a religious text, faded by time and the elements, painted in
white above the porched doorway: GOD IS GOOD AND WE REJOICE TO BE
CALLED HIS CHILDREN.

The score or so poorly dressed,
less than
joy-filled local citizens waiting for the grisly auction sale to
begin were all far beyond the age of childhood and, Edge reflected
grimly, it would require a metaphysical being of extremely
bountiful goodness to lay claim to such a family of
offsprings.

The buildings in the immediate
vicinity of the makeshift church of Serrano Dinero, a town that had
no clearly defined streets, were labelled with painted signs that
were mostly as difficult to read as the text. BANK, GENERAL STORE,
POST OFFICE, SALOON, LIVERY, ASSAY OFFICE. Some were closed up and for
those that were open, business was slow.

Edge was about to tug on the
reins, steer the gelding toward the store, when the door in the
porchway of the church rattled open and a man’s voice rose, a note
of authority
in it, to silence the babble of excited muttering that his
appearance had triggered.

‘All right, listen to me, you
men. Gonna get the sale started now. But I want you to keep in mind
you’ll be inside the church. So we don’t want no unseemly
behavior. Come on
in.’

There was a less than dignified
rush into the doorway and the man who had made the announcement
snarled some curses which served to slow the charge. Then he did a
double-take at Edge sitting his horse: plainly did not like what he
saw. But after a stretched second the tall and broadly built,
red-headed man of fifty or so offered a curt nod of qualified
greeting. Then he turned and followed the eager crowd, leaving the
door open.

‘Don’t pay no attention to Willy
Jordan, stranger,’ a woman advised. ‘Nor none of them gone to buy Seth Fry’s
clothes and tools and other stuff. They’re all ashamed of what
they’re doing, and that don’t make their temperaments too sweet
today.’

She stood in the doorway of the
general store, directly across from the front of the church. A good-looking
woman in her mid-thirties with short-cut brown hair, a sallow
complexion and knowing eyes. With a body that was neither
spectacular nor nondescript: had enough gentle curves under her
drab dress to show she was definitely a woman.

Edge touched the brim of his
sweat-stained Stetson as he rode the gelding toward her, reined him in,
said: ‘Feller down the hill, called Henry, told me it was a bad
time to get to Serrano Dinero, ma’am. And explained why that was
so.’

He swung to
the ground
and hitched the reins to a rail that was shared by the store and
the neighboring assay office. The office seemed to have been out of
business for some time, the door boarded over, one flanking window
cracked and the other smashed.

‘Serrano
Dinero!’ she
sneered, and punctuated it with a mirthless laugh. ‘You know what
that means?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ He glanced across at the
church where sounds from inside filtered out through the open
doorway into the otherwise quiet morning.

‘Money Mountain! What a
joke!’ She
laughed again against the background drone of a voice from across
the street. It sounded like Willy Jordan, listing the lot numbers
of the personal effects of the doomed Seth Fry. ‘The amount of gold
they got outta this lousy bump on the ground never amounted to much
more than a mole hill.’

Edge cast a jaundiced glance
around at the rundown community, then looked at the woman who was
as ill-clad as Henry and the men who had gone inside the church:
where they were almost ready to bid on items of
clothing,
some tools, a watch, two rings, some furniture, books, a mule and a
dog.

‘I’d figured that, ma’am. From the look of
the place.’

‘And the people, I guess?’ She
shook her head, physically dismissing the subject she found
distasteful. Looked at Edge for a stretched second, went on in a tone of voice
just a little less morose than earlier: ‘Yeah, I can see you’d know
what the name of this place means in English, mister. Got some
Mexican in you, I’d say?’

‘Right. Do you?’

‘I’m half-Irish myself
and—’

‘And all woman,’ Edge cut back in on her as
the bidding in the church got under way, Jordan starting with the
less valuable items of the condemned man’s belongings.

The woman glowered at Edge,
scowling her dislike of the turn the talk had taken. Then
she slumped
her shoulders, folded her arms across her body and stood up
straight so that most of her less than prominent curves were
disguised and there was nothing about her stance that could be seen
as provocative. Her tone of voice was hard when she insisted: ‘A
woman that’s spoken for, mister. In everything short of a preacher
saying the words for Barny and me.’

Edge shook his head slowly and
showed a quiet smile with his mouth when he stepped toward the
doorway. As a lot consisting of Fry’s working
coveralls
and boots was knocked down to a buyer for a dollar and a half after
a series of ten cents bids. ‘I’m a man can recognize a fine-looking
woman and there’s no question you’re one of those, ma’am. But
another way women are different from men ... most of them do a
whole lot more talking, seems to me.’

‘Oh,’ she said, and looked
embarrassed to have mistaken his meaning as she backed off the
threshold into the store. ‘You must think me—’

‘No sweat, ma’am. I started to
ask if you ran this establishment. Need to buy some things I doubt will be on
sale across the way.’ He jerked a hooked thumb over his
shoulder.

‘Oh! No, Mr. Rinehart runs the general
store. He’s across at the church. Along with Barny. That’s Barny
Olsen, my ... my intended. I didn’t want to have any part of what’s
happening over there, and here’s as good a place as anywhere else
to wait. I’m Anne Butler. Mostly I get called Annie, which is fine
with me.’

Inside the store, the sounds
from within the building across the way were less obtrusive.
Likewise,
the morning heat was not so oppressive and only when he was in the
cool shade of the general store did Edge realize just how
uncomfortably hot the day had gotten to be.

‘You’re right, it’s a good place
to kill some time,’ he said, relishing the
coolness as
he rasped the back of a hand along a bristled, sweat-sticky
jawline. And breathed in the pleasant smells of the store emanated
by the hardware, grocery and feed and seed sections, Rinehart’s
stock-in-trade sold from behind laden counters at either side and
across the rear wall of the aromatic room.

There was an elderly,
ladder-backed rocking chair, polished by use, in the angle of two
counters. When Edge gestured toward it, Anne Butler shook her head
and resumed her position in the doorway, peering
intently
out. So he lowered himself gratefully into the rocker that boasted
the comfort of a loosely-stuffed cushion for the small of the
back.

‘Alex Rinehart spends a lot of
the daytime in that old chair these days,’ the woman said. ‘On
account of his business being good or bad depends on the fortunes of everyone
else in this town.’

Edge dug out the makings and
began to roll a cigarette, hearing the distant drone of voices
occasionally interrupted by a sharp rap when the auctioneer’s
hammer came down to conclude a sale. When he had lit the cigarette with a
match struck on the butt of his holstered Colt, he asked: ‘Regular
occurrence, ma’am?’

She started, like her mind had drifted far
away and she had forgotten she was no longer alone in the store.
‘What?’

‘Hanging a man in Serrano Dinero?’ Edge
augmented. ‘It happen often?’

She had peered over her
shoulder at him. Now she returned her gaze to the dying community
outside, shook her head and explained: ‘First time since
Barny and me
got here. That was ten months ago. But then it’s the first time
anyone was ever shot dead in a fight before. Since we came here,
anyway.’

Edge would have been content to
let the matter rest there. But Anne Butler continued to speak, her
voice a monotone, while she maintained the unwavering vigil on the doorway of
the church. Told him how Seth Fry had been involved in a fist fight
with another gold grubber named Noel Disney.

The fight was caused by
accusations of cheating in a card game. Which was nothing unusual
in Willy Jordan’s saloon. But Fry was packing a gun in a pocket of his
dungarees and he used it. And gunplay was not a normal occurrence
in Serrano Dinero.

The trouble in the saloon
erupted two nights ago: thus justice had been swift. Fry was locked
up for the night in the town’s dugout, one-cell jail, given a trial in the
church yesterday afternoon at the end of which he was sentenced to
be hanged from the big oak at noon today.

‘Vigilante law operates in this
town, mister,’ Anne Butler went on morosely after a brief
pause which
Edge declined to fill. ‘Always did, by all accounts: but this was
the first time me and Barny saw it working. Mostly, fights and
other kinds of disputes are settled when they happen. It worked
fine and with less waste of time than there would be with a judge
and jury, lawyers and such like.

‘With so many eyewitnesses to
what happened, and Seth Fry not able to plead anything but guilty
to shooting Disney dead, couldn’t be any other verdict. Every hand
had to go up when Jordan called for the vote. But
in my
opinion, they should have waited until the man was hanged before
they sold off his belongings.’

Edge said: ‘Fry sounds like he’s an
exceptional man hereabouts.’

‘Uh?’ Once again she peered over her
shoulder at him, more puzzled than earlier.

The half-breed showed a bleak grin as he
told her: ‘Apart from him, people in this town don’t hang
around.’


Chapter Two

 


AFTER SHE SNORTED
her disapproval of
Edge’s brand of black humor, Anne Butler paid the stranger to town
no more overt attention for a long time. And only the sounds of the
auction in the church and the buzzing of a lethargic bluebottle
behind the grocery counter of the general store disturbed the peace
of the morning that was to be the last one for Seth Fry.

Edge was indifferently
aware of the
woman’s tacit disgust with him which followed her unladylike snort.
Knew when, after a few moments, her ill-feeling shifted from him
toward its original target of the unseen men in the
church.

For his part, he felt content
with his present lot this fine summer morning as he smoked the cigarette,
then crushed out the butt under a heel. Would perhaps have liked it
better to wait in the saloon. Which he had seen was the second
largest building in Serrano Dinero, situated at an odd angle to the
other commercial premises so it would have blocked off the south
end of a short street if the store and assay office on the east
side and the out of line bank, livery stable and post office beyond
the church on the west side could be said to comprise a
street.

But since Anne Butler had spoken of
‘Willy Jordan’s saloon’ and the big red-headed man was conducting
the auction, it seemed likely the place would be closed until after
the sale was concluded: maybe even until after the hanging. But the
half-breed did not have pressing need of a drink: either to quench
his thirst or raise his spirits. And it was no hardship to sit in
the coolness of the store and contemplate nothing of any
importance.

‘There, it’s over with!’ the
woman in the doorway said at length, and sighed.

And this time it was Edge who
was startled out of contemplative thought, reminded he was not
alone in Alex Rinehart’s comfortable and fragrant store. He found
her looking at him with a half-smile of relief that gave her thin
features a quality of innocence which took several years off her true
age.

‘The sale,’ she jogged his
memory as he took a few moments to return his mind to the present:
having to raise her voice a little against the clatter of footfalls
on the church porch and voices that sounded like most of those at the
auction were happy with its outcome.

Edge nodded and rocked the chair forward,
came to his feet and flexed muscles that had stiffened up from him
sitting so long on something other than a moving horse.

‘But it seems like you’ll
have to wait
some more to buy what you want, mister,’ she went on, turning her
attention to a different direction outside. ‘Some of them,
including Mr. Rinehart, are going to the saloon.’

Her tone was scornful as she
continued: ‘Need to get rid of the bad taste that’s been left in their mouths
by the sale, I expect. And drink some courage for what they have to
do at the big oak soon.’

Edge moved across the store. ‘Was thinking
awhile back I could use a drink, ma’am. So I reckon I’ll join
them.’

She stepped
aside and
looked searchingly at him: like she was trying to see if he was in
need of a drink in a way that made him as contemptible as the men
of Serrano Dinero. Who, it now became apparent, included the one
she hoped to marry, for after she shrugged, she asked:

‘When you see
Barny ...
That’s him with the rifle ...’ She raised a hand to point. ‘I’ll be
obliged if you’ll tell him I went home. And if he doesn’t get there
at the usual time, he’ll be eating cold stew.’

She moved away from the
threshold with a quick and angry gait, turned into the alley between
the store and the assay office. Soon was striding purposefully
among the rundown buildings sited on the claims spread across the eastern area
of the hilltop community.

Some of the men from the church
were dispersing through the town in this and other directions,
carrying home their new purchases in bundles, draped over their
shoulders or needing help with heavy items of furniture. One old
man led a mule by the reins and had a big, soft-looking dog on a
leash.

Seven men went toward the
saloon, including the tall, red-haired owner of the place and the just as
tall but more leanly built man with a rifle. The five others in the
group were not burdened with anything heavy or awkward to
carry.

Edge unhitched the
gelding and
led him by the bridle in the wake of the thirsty bunch. Reached the
saloon and hitched the horse to the rail after the others had
pushed in through the batwing doors. He could hear a buzz of talk,
lacking an excited tone now, as the men prepared for some serious
drinking: to ready themselves for a hanging rather than to
celebrate what had been achieved at the sale.

There was just a brief pause in
the exchanges after Edge entered the place, the creaking of the
doors calling attention to his arrival. Then as he advanced across the
boarded floor and drew another less than friendly look from Jordan
who was behind the bar dispensing drinks, the men who were bellied
up to it in a line became indifferent to the stranger again: or
anxious not to clash eyes with him.

‘I’ve got a message for you,
Olsen,’ Edge said as he reached the bar counter that ran along the
rear wall of the small, crowded with mismatched furniture, less
than scrupulously clean saloon in which the smells of last night’s
spilled drinks, burned tobacco and stale body sweat still clung. He looked
along the line of men to where Olsen stood at the center, the rifle
sloped upside-down to his shoulder.

‘I know you, mister?’ Olsen, who
was blond, blue-eyed, square-jawed and clean-shaven was
probably good looking when he smiled appealingly. He asked the
question grimly: as scowlingly unfriendly as Jordan at having been
picked out of the crowd by the hard-looking stranger to town on
this morning fraught with high tension.

‘No, but that makes no
difference,
feller,’ Edge answered evenly. ‘Message is from Miss Butler. She
said to tell you to get home soon or you won’t like what she’s
cooking. A beer when it’s my turn, bartender?’

There was a burst of hollow
laughter, then some good-natured banter about petticoat government. The degree
of good humor seemed disproportionate to the subject: but it acted
to ease the tension a little.

Olsen was briefly irritated to
be the butt of the jokes, but then began to give as good as he got
in the exchanges confined to him and two men in the same mid-thirties age
group who were dressed like him in heavy-duty working clothes. They
called him Barny and they were John and Wilbur: the trio clearly
close friends.

Edge guessed the elderly man in
a heavily stained shirt and leather waist apron was Alex Rinehart. The other
two customers were older than Olsen and his buddies, dressed like
the younger men and looked like manual workers. So in a town like
Serrano Dinero they were probably other gold grubbers not having
any luck at finding what they sought.

Edge was ignored by the
customers but was conscious that the dark-eyed, red-headed
saloonkeeper, who was dressed in a faded suit and askew bootlace
tie, often directed sidelong glances at him: looks that
mostly emanated suspicion, sometimes were intrigued. But always
Jordan avoided a direct meeting of eyes, until he had served his
six local customers. Then he pulled a glass of beer, carried it
toward Edge, set it down on the counter top, said:

‘Be a nickel,
Mr. ...?’ His tone
and the narrowing of his eyes requested a response.

‘Edge,’ the half-breed supplied and put down
a dime beside the glass. ‘Have another after this?’

‘Sure, Mr. Edge. Be a pleasure.’ Jordan
flashed a smile that was as lacking in warmth as some of those of
which Edge was often capable. He picked up the coin, toyed with it
for a few moments, at last decided the question had to be asked:
‘Anything else we can do for you in Serrano Dinero?’

‘Just a moment.’ Edge picked up
the beer, finished it in one long, slow swallow then set down the empty and nodded for a
refill, asked: ‘Be obliged.’

Another glass of beer was
delivered and there was a trace of impatience in the
saloonkeeper’s demeanor when he asked: ‘How about now?’

‘Uh?’

‘Anything else?’

‘Not here in the saloon,’ Edge
said.

Jordan’s mouthline tightened and his dark
eyes flared with the fires of anger before Edge turned away from
the man whose
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