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Up to now the good people of
Winton, Oregon had done a lot of things right. The town was
prosperous, the buildings well-constructed and in a good state of
repair. The law was upheld and all seemed orderly. The
elderly judge was
eloquent in his praise for the respectable nature of the
citizens.

Trouble was, just before the man
called Edge rode in to town, things had started to go all wrong. A
woman had been brutally murdered and a man hurriedly tried and
hanged. The
wrong man.

And now a person or persons
unknown had set up a protest movement. Not by waving banners but by
setting up nooses. And beginning to kill, one by one, all the
people responsible.

That was when bad law became
lynch law and the formerly neatly swept streets became all littered with the
bodies of those recently responsible people.
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For R. M.

Who knows how wild it
really can get out west
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Chapter One

 


IT SEEMED LIKE
the rain did not
let up all night. And when the wind from the north west stopped
gusting down out of the Cascade Mountains every now and then the
noise level fell hardly at all. For the sound of rushing water in
the swollen creeks took its place.

But despite the
Oregon storm
that raged hour after hour, Edge stayed dry and slept pretty well
in a deep cleft at the base of a granite escarpment beside the
trail into Winton.

Maybe not as well as if he had
headed into town, taken a room at the Winton Hotel. But he was still
better than ten miles south east of town when the rainstorm was
unleashed with violent suddenness. And the gaping hole at the base
of the wall of rock offered a convenient place to shelter for the
half-breed and his roan gelding.

When, after an hour,
the
wind-driven rain showed no sign of easing, he elected to spend the
rest of the night here in the dry, instead of getting sodden
through to the skin by riding to Winton—a town where he had no
pressing need to be, anyway. It just happened to be on an
intersection of the trail he was riding and one that reached down
into California toward his ultimate destination.

Damnit, that wasn’t right!

Just the first notion to enter
his head as he came awake for the sixth or seventh time since he bedded down
in the total darkness of full night.

This time, though, it was not
an obtrusive sound of the storm which disturbed him, nudged him to
the brink of awareness and held him there just a moment before he
sank back into deep, untroubled sleep.

Doubtless dreamt in the
depths of his
subconscious, he realized, as he now came fully awake, snapped open
his eyes to the gloomy gray light of the rain-filled dawn: felt
fully rested.

He scowled at the weather that
veiled this soaked stretch of the trail which was flanked to the north by
the fifty-feet-high cliff, to the south by a forest of spruce and
pine and an occasional lone oak or elm. And told himself, as he
folded up from under his blankets, let go his loose grip around the
frame of the Winchester that had shared his bed, it was simply the
depressing sights and sounds of the incessant rain which triggered
his ill humor at the instant of waking.

But as he began preparations to
leave the night camp he knew he was lying to
himself.
Then the fact he should enter into such a futile mental exercise
served to replace depression with irritation.

Just because Adam Steele had
set himself up in business as a horse rancher in the Providence
River Valley, somewhere down in California. Which was where the trail that ran
south from the crossroad town of Winton, Oregon went to.

So he must have been having
some kind of dream about the Virginian and his lousy horse ranch!
But he was damned if he was going to let a feeling triggered by his
subconscious, a kind of feeling dangerously close to envy,
influence him while he was awake!

His horse, which had shared the
spacious cave-like hole in the rock wall with him, vented a
nostril-flaring snort as he tossed and swung his head. Looked
balefully from the weather toward Edge and saw—maybe registered the
meaning in his equine mind—that the man was rolling up his blankets
and so had no intention of delaying the start for a cup of coffee
and a shave. That would have allowed rider and mount awhile longer
to keep dry in the shelter.

‘Yeah, I know how you
feel, boy,’
Edge muttered as his mood started to lighten. To an extent so he
could show a grin, albeit lacking in warmth, and inject a tone of
wry humor into his voice. ‘Around me it seems like it never does
rain but it pours. Still, they do say there’s worse trouble at sea,
uh?’

The horse snorted less
forcefully, looking morosely out at the teeming rain once more. And Edge
completed tying the bedroll, growled in a tone to match the grim
look in the animal’s bulging eyes:

‘Sure, but maybe not so
much water
as there is in Oregon.’ The hobbled horse showed no further
interest in continuing the conversation: seemed to convey as the
saddle was swung over his back, the cinch was fastened and the
accoutrements were hung in place, he was as aggrieved at his rider
as the weather.

Then, when there were just the
hobbles to be removed from the gelding’s forelegs, Edge did delay
the departure. Took the makings from a shirt pocket and rolled a
cigarette. Slanted it from the corner of his mouth, struck a match on the
stock of his rifle which jutted from the forward-hung boot on the
right side of the saddle.

He took his time smoking the
cigarette, because it looked like this weather could keep up for a
long time, which meant he was unlikely to get the chance of another smoke
until he reached Winton.

Tobacco and the occasional shot
of rye were the only luxuries Edge missed when circumstances caused
him to be deprived of them. All other hardships he had learned to
accept: did not allow himself to be concerned whenever he was denied
them.

There had been much hardship
and deprivation during the more than forty years of his life: that
could be readily judged by anyone with an ounce of perception if
they gave this man more than a passing glance. And most people did spare him
more than the casual attention they might give to most strangers.
For he had those kinds of looks, that brand of demeanor which
marked him out as different from the herd.

He was a tall, lean man of
middle years: stood something over six feet two inches tall and weighed an
evenly-distributed, solidly-fleshed two hundred and some pounds. It
was obvious he had the blood of two races running through his
veins, though there was no way to recognize it was his father who
had been Mexican, his mother from Scandinavia. Both parents were
American by adoption, Edge by his birth on a small farmstead in
Iowa.

In recent years it seemed that
as he grew older only the light blueness of his
permanently-narrowed hooded eyes marked him as a half-breed. For the
burnish of his skin, deeply lined by the harsh experiences of so
much of his life, stained by the elements on the already dark hue
of his Mexican heritage, had stressed the Latin bloodline with
increasing emphasis as the years passed. Likewise, the basic
structure of his lean features with high cheekbones, hooked nose
and wide, thin-lipped mouth had seemed to take on a more decidedly
Mexican cast. And this impression was furthered by the way he wore
an underplayed moustache that curved down to either side of his
mouth.

But no more did the jet blackness of his
hair, long enough to brush his shoulders and fringe the nape of his
neck, strongly indicate his part Mexican parentage. For these days
it was not so lushly thick, and there were distinct strands of gray
mingled with it.

Always, though, his slitted and
glinting blue eyes revealed that second bloodline. Eyes that were
the predominant feature of the kind of strong face atop the kind of
powerful frame that could never make him one of the average crowd. Eyes,
perversely inherited from the most gentle of women, that warned of
the latent cruelty beneath the surface of the man: suggested he
could be brutal at the least provocation, was totally lacking in
compassion for anything—anybody—he did not love.

And it was difficult to
imagine a
man such as this ever experiencing such a tender emotion as
love.

If there were many pointers to
his character in his physical characteristics, there was nothing
about the manner of his dress that showed him to be different from other
drifting saddle tramps. Riding the trails in search of casual work
to raise money for the next shot of whiskey, poke of tobacco, easy
woman, or more essential supplies for himself and his
horse.

He wore a dark-hued hat,
kerchief,
shirt, pants and spurless boots. The clothing and its color not
selected for any effect it might have on his appearance, but
because the outfit was hard wearing and offered the best deal
available at the time he bought it.

If there was one seeming
affectation
about the garb of the man, it was the beaded thong that encircled
his throat: mostly was concealed under the kerchief. Once, the
beads had been brightly colored, but time had faded them to
dullness. Not that they had ever been intended for ornamentation as
far as Edge was concerned. It was just that when, as a cavalry
officer in the Union army, he had acquired the circlet of beads to
which was attached a pouch containing a straight razor, that had
been their form.

Just occasionally he had need
to use the
razor in the neck pouch for purposes other than shaving. Mostly,
though, he shaved with it. And if there was need of a weapon for
whatever purpose, he employed the Frontier Colt he carried in the
holster tied down to his right thigh. Or the Winchester repeater
that had shared his bed, now was stowed in the boot on the
saddle.

The rain continued to beat
down, the wind to gust, while he stood in the cave. Smoked the
cigarette. Sometimes removed it from the corner of his mouth and
ran the back of a hand raspingly over the bristles on his jaw. More often
remained unmoving: used the time to clear his mind of the clutter
of unwanted notions.

But he did not try to achieve
this by imposing excuses for why he had come up to Oregon for a
specific purpose after he left Munro over in Colorado.

He was just
drifting.

Financed by what was left of a
stake comprised of the reward money he unwittingly but justly
earned out of some violent trouble that got started in the town of
San Cristobel, way down south in the Territory of Arizona.

So, if he really was so
damn eager to cast
an intrigued eye over the kind of spread Adam Steele had gotten for
himself, judge the style of life the Virginian was leading in the
Californian valley, why had he taken such a wide swing across the
western states and territories?

So, damnit, he was just doing what he’d
always done!

Drifting like the loner he was. Doing his
level best to avoid trouble. Not always succeeding, when fate
dictated he should meet up with other people!

From force of habit
he crushed out the
embers of the cigarette before he arced the butt through the
teeming rain. Was about to stoop and free the gelding from the
hobbles when he heard a sound in the storm that was not caused by
the weather. A moment later recognized galloping hooves splashing
along the trail that the rain had turned into a
quagmire.

The gelding’s equine senses
told him of the nearness of one of its own kind and Edge reached
out a hand to run the palm gently over the animal’s muzzle. Like
all his earlier mounts, the roan had been schooled to understand that
the gesture meant he should stay calm and quiet: reassured there
was nothing to be concerned about.

A few seconds after he first
heard the new sound in the slightly brightening morning, it ended.
But this had
been long enough for Edge to have gotten a bearing on it. He knew
the rider was approaching from the direction of Winton.

He completed unhobbling the
horse and then drew back into the darkness at the rear of the cave.
The trail ran immediately across the front of the cleft in the wall of rock,
was just a dozen feet wide. And he didn’t want to startle the lone
rider, delay him in what was obviously an urgent mission, judging
from his speed through such bad weather. More importantly to the
half-breed, he had no desire to delay his own start for any longer
than was necessary.

But the sounds of the rain and
the wind in the timber remained uninterrupted by galloping hooves,
and nobody raced a horse across the mouth of the cave within the
next fifteen seconds or so.

Edge moved forward into the
murky daylight of dawn again, a hand on the gelding’s bridle.
Halted on the cave’s threshold as a hammering sound began. Metal on
metal: a hammer striking a nail head, maybe. More than one nail head, he
decided. This new sound came from the west again. No more than a
couple of hundred feet, which was far enough so the hammering man
could not be seen by the half-breed.

Then just the familiar sounds
of the storm filled the early morning again. But Edge’s sense that
he was not
alone in this piece of rain sodden Oregon timber country remained
strong; though in such a situation there was no indication of
hostility, innocent indifference or anything in between. He simply
knew there was somebody else close by. Why he was there and what
he—or she?—was doing could have nothing to do with Edge, a stranger
in these parts.

Since he wanted to keep it this
way, he remained where he was, peering into the west, listening for
further sounds not caused by the elements. Ready to duck
back into
the depths of the cave’s interior should the man remount, continue
to gallop eastward.

Then he heard a whinny, just as
the wind gusted a break in the curtain of rain and he glimpsed a
figure as it swung smoothly up astride a horse. A figure
wearing a
shiny black slicker, thudding into the saddle on a dark-colored
horse.

A moment later rain veiled the
scene again, the horse snorted and lunged into an immediate gallop.
Back the way it had come, so that soon the sound of hooves
splashing along the mire-like trail was lost behind the beat of rain and
the whine of the wind.

And Edge was left feeling curiously
intrigued as he draped a slicker over his shoulders, then led his
horse by the reins out into the storm.

After fifty or sixty paces, his
booted feet sinking ankle-deep into the mud from which it was hard work
to withdraw them, he was close enough to confirm what he thought he
had seen: that startling feature of the scene that had caused him
to pay such scant attention to the horse and rider during the
momentary gap opened up in the rain. He had, in fact, seen exactly
what he thought he did: a noosed length of rope did hang, swinging
in the gusting wind, from the lowest branch of an oak tree that was
the only one of its kind growing among the pines and spruce in the
immediate area. This rope so placed that it dangled down over the
center of the trail. Not high enough off the ground to string up
anyone except a dwarf or a small child. Low enough so it could not
be missed by anyone moving on the trail, astride a horse, riding a
wagon or walking.

Now Edge’s impassive-faced attention was
captured by two flyers nailed to the trunk of the oak. And he
detoured around the hanging rope, got close enough to read
them.

One had been
torn and tattered
by the elements for some time: would have been difficult to read
before the night of incessant rain almost disintegrated it. It was
almost illegible, but the half-breed did manage to make out it was
a playbill. Advertising some kind of entertainment that was to be
held—more likely had already been staged—at the Winton Theatre. It
had been commercially printed in three colors.

The more recent notice, the
nails Edge heard being hammered in holding it securely at all four
corners, was on thick card. Its red-painted lettering
in block capitals
was still clearly legible, although the rain was starting to darken
the once white background. The flyer proclaimed:

 


CURLY DIDN’T DO IT

BUT HE CANT BE BROUGHT BACK

 


Edge suddenly became aware of
another horse on the trail, this one approaching from the east and making less
haste than the rider who left the message that was clear to Edge in
principle but not in particular.

This second horse was in the
traces of a light rig, and this time Edge did not attempt to remain
out of sight. He stayed beside the oak tree with its hanging noose and
starkly stated message. For no other reason than he felt he had no
call to avoid other travelers on this length of public Oregon
trail.

He peered eastward and was
indifferently conscious that he probably looked a somewhat sinister figure
in the rain against the backdrop of the gruesome noosed rope
hanging from the tree branch.

Then the driver of the
leather-roofed, window-sided buggy brought the rig to an abrupt
halt as soon as he drove within sight of the scene under the oak. The vehicle
was open fronted and Edge saw a hurried movement within the
double-seated interior. Sensed the driver’s fear as he lifted a
hand from under his slicker, tipped his hat and greeted
evenly:

‘I’m not going to say good morning in
weather like this is, feller.’ He had used his left hand to touch
the brim of his Stetson. Moved his right to hover close to his
holstered Colt as he added; ‘Want to tell you, it’ll be a short one
if you don’t move your hand away from the rifle.’

The other man’s
elegantly white
gloved right hand was snatched back from where it had curled around
the frame of a Winchester wedged into a corner of the
seat.

‘My God, what does that mean, sir?’

The man, who did not sound
young, rasped the question in a tone that suggested his throat was
constricted by a brand of fear deep enough to verge on terror. Edge
replied evenly: ‘That you shouldn’t aim a gun at me unless you plan
to kill me. I give folks the one warning.’

‘I ...’

‘Mistakes happen. That one only
once.’

‘What?’ the man in the buggy spluttered.
Shook his head vigorously. ‘Oh, no. I didn’t mean ...’ Now
irritable impatience displaced fear. ‘I was referring to the
meaning of the noose hanging from the tree. Is that your doing,
sir?’

Edge directed a sidelong glance
at the
noosed rope, swung up into the saddle before he answered. ‘Glad to
say I’m a stranger in these parts. I don’t know what it means, and
I don’t want to know.’

‘But surely ... The fact that you are here
... You had dismounted and—’

Edge pointed with a
hooked
thumb, broke in: ‘There’s a message nailed to the tree. Claims
somebody named Curly didn’t do something I’d guess he was hanged
for.’

When the half-breed spoke the
name, the
man in the buggy caught his breath. Finally let it out in a
strangled cry after Edge finished giving his interpretation of the
sign.

‘Curly was the nickname of John
Grady, mister,’ he said huskily. ‘It was I who sentenced young
Grady to be executed for murder. Charles C. Benedict, circuit
judge.’

‘It’s a job somebody has to do,’
Edge said
flatly, tugged on the reins to turn his gelding in the direction of
Winton.

‘You spoke of mistakes just
now,’ Benedict reminded morosely. ‘What if a fatal one was
made? It
certainly seems as if somebody thinks young Grady was hanged for a
murder he did not commit.’

‘Yeah, Judge,’ Edge said, heeled the gelding
forward at a slow walk through the clinging mud. ‘I guess we both
got the message.’


Chapter Two

 


JUDGE CHARLES
C. Benedict seemed
to be too shaken to move a muscle as he reflected upon the wrongful
hanging and Edge started to ride unhurriedly westward. Then, with a
short cry of alarm that was loud enough to penetrate the sounds of
the rain and wind, the hooves and wheels in the mud, he lurched his
rig in the wake of the half-breed, soon came up alongside the
horseback rider.

‘Do you have any objection if we
travel to Winton together, sir?’

‘It’s where I’m headed, Judge.’

‘You aren’t concerned to be in
the company
of a man singled out by Grady’s ...’ He couldn’t think of what he
had been singled out for: or suddenly discovered he could not
express his dread of words.

Edge told him: ‘If somebody
wanted to do worse than scare you for now, Judge, I figure
he’d have
done it in the cover of the storm. Instead of getting himself
soaked taking all that trouble with the noose and the notice. No,
I’m not concerned.’

‘I appreciate it, sir.’ He
swallowed hard and struck a match in the shelter of the roof and
sides of the
buggy, touched the flame to the tip of a large cigar. ‘Both for
your company and your reassuring thought on the macabre scene back
there. You are, of course, absolutely correct. Fletcher Grady
simply wants to unnerve me. Make me feel even worse than I do about
the possible miscarriage of justice that claimed the life of his
son.’

In the light
of the
flaring match as it was held to the end of the cigar, Edge was able
to see that the man who set up the sinister tableau at the oak tree
had succeeded in doing just that. Benedict had been badly scared
and continued to suffer from the effects of being shaken to his
nerve endings as he sucked in a stream of smoke, held it in his
lungs for several tense seconds, then allowed it out through his
nostrils with a soft sighing sound.

Although he had been so afraid
at first sight of Edge beside the noosed rope, the timbre of his opening
words had given an accurate pointer to his age. He was past sixty,
maybe closer to seventy.

He had a round, fleshy face,
much of it concealed by long, broad side whiskers that met in a moustache but
did not join to form a beard beneath his thick, slightly protruding
lips. This hair was silvery white, but the steeply arched eyebrows
over his small eyes flanking the prominent bridge of his nose were
dark.

His build was bulky: but the
clothing he wore against the damp chill of the new day’s weather maybe made him
look heavier than he was. The Stetson, topcoat, gloves and the
cravat between the velvet lapels of the coat were all of fine
quality. So was the cut-under buggy he drove and the horse in its
traces: muddied from travel, but not so much of it completed this
morning. The chestnut gelding had not come far after a night’s
rest. Likewise the judge had not been long out of a bed in which he
had slept well.

Edge thought that when the man
presided in a court of law, in undisputed command of the proceedings amid
the trappings of the legal system, Judge Charles C. Benedict was
doubtless an awe-inspiring figure deserving of respect from whoever
had business in his courtroom. Now, in the rain-sodden early
morning, having just suffered a severe shock, he looked and sounded
pathetic in his fear as he made it clear he considered talk could
calm his jangling nerves.

‘It happened three months ago, sir,’ he
opened huskily.

‘What did, Judge?’ Edge asked
absently, relishing the aroma of Benedict’s expensive tobacco. Which seemed
to go some way toward combatting the chilling dampness of the
weather as the wind slackened, which eased the force of the rain
beating into his face.

‘The trial and execution of John
Grady, Mr ...?’ He sounded disgruntled: as a judge he was obviously a
man used to having the undivided attention of his
listeners.

‘The name’s Edge.’

‘Good. Mr. Edge. Yes, I tried John Grady
during my last visit to Winton. Mostly I hold court in the towns on
my circuit approximately every quarter. There are just the ten
communities where court is held, but I have to travel widely. For
my jurisdiction reaches from the Californian border north to the
town of Bend. And stretches from the Catlow Rim to the east into
these foothills of the Cascade Mountains.’

Edge excused his ignorance of
the area of which Benedict spoke. ‘Like I said, Judge, I’m a
stranger in this part of the country. Heard in Fort Rock that from Winton I can
pick up a trail south to California. And if I feel the need, I can
spend some time for not too much money at the Winton
Hotel.’

The elderly man in the buggy
was now enthusiastically eager to talk on a subject so far divorced from the
case of a man he perhaps unjustly sentenced to death. ‘You were
correctly informed sir. The town of Winton is able to supply much
of what a man needs in the way of essentials and creature comforts.
And the Henderson’s hotel is one of the finest on my circuit, in my
opinion.’

‘Storm keep you from making it to the hotel
last night, Judge?’

It was just a
question, asked out
of mild curiosity. But it disconcerted Benedict, suddenly drained
his enthusiasm. ‘What? Oh, yes ... Well, I don’t often stay at the
Winton Hotel any more, Mr. Edge. I stay with an old friend at a
farm in the hills to the south of the trail. When a man travels so
much as I have to, it’s a blessed relief to enjoy the domestic
hospitality of friends. Rather than the comfort but somehow
impersonal benefits of a hotel, I find?’

‘Guess I can understand that,’
Edge responded to the implied query as the sweet fragrance of tobacco smoke
got stronger: the judge obviously doing a great deal of rapid
inhaling and exhaling—maybe just to get the cigar drawing evenly
again after he had neglected it. Or while he struggled to pick up
the threads of what he had been saying before he allowed himself to
be sidetracked on to a subject that had suddenly lost its appeal.
Finally he announced:

‘I was saying,
Mr. Edge!’
The irritation of impatience had crept into his tone
again.

Almost always when he travelled
open trails,
rode town streets, or was even in a room with other people, the
half-breed channeled part of his attention to his surroundings,
remained constantly alert to spot the unexpected before it
happened. Most of the time, whatever effort this required seemed to
be wasted: when nothing untoward happened. But there had been
occasions, more than he chose to recall, when his habitual
surveillance had saved his life. So he had good cause not to
consider it was a wasteful exercise. And anyway, because it had
become a habit, a custom he had developed early and honed down the
dangerous years, it required a little conscious effort. Until he
saw, or sensed, sign of an imminent threat.

He was not infallible:
particularly in circumstances when there was no good reason for a need to
stay alert to potential danger. But he never blamed himself for
this after an impulse to rage was suppressed. Neither did he ever
excuse himself to anyone who resented his lack of wholehearted
attention to them.

‘You were saying?’ he echoed,
peered into the interior of the buggy.

Now the fully broken dawn had
become so much brighter, he could see the network of wrinkles and
purple veins that tracked across the judge’s face above the
white
whiskers. Saw the hirsute features clearly enough to witness the
man’s change of expression: this as Benedict met the level gaze of
the narrowed, ice-blue eyes, did not like the impassive expression
on Edge’s unshaven face.

‘Oh, I thought I had failed to
hold your interest, Mr. Edge,’ the judge almost stuttered.

The half-breed told him: ‘If you’d done
that, Judge, either I’d be gone or I’d have told you to shut
up.’

Benedict suddenly found the
cigar not to his liking, snatched it from between his thick lips
and hurled it violently away, snapped: ‘You don’t mince your words, do you,
sir?’

Edge shrugged. ‘I’m the way I am, Judge. You
don’t like it, I’ve got no reason to ride into town with you.’

Benedict continued to express
his irritation for a few more moments. Then he
suppressed
it with a throaty sound he probably reserved usually for dismissing
an obviously false piece of evidence presented in his court. Then
he said grimly: ‘It had all
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