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She was one of those Liberating Women.

	Right now it was horses she was trying to liberate. Two of them, rightfully the property of the lawmen who’d just awakened the man called Edge and told him that his horse had been liberated by a night-time thief who’d been liberated from Nebraska’s Carlsburg Penitentiary by his brothers-in-outlawry.

	Altogether too much liberation going on.

	Edge looked at the woman. She’d ambushed them like a man, handled a rifle like a man. Was dressed in a man’s clothes - though she filled them just like a woman.

	There and then he decided that this Woman’s Movement had to be stopped in its tracks. Stopped dead if necessary.
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	One

	 

	Edge went to sleep in Nebraska and dreamed of Iowa.

	His night camp was beside the track of the Union Pacific Railroad, some twenty miles east of a water stop called Elm Creek. It was the fall of the year and the north country weather was starting to put a wintry bite in the crystal clear air when he bedded down between his dying fire and the track, an hour or so after the sun had dipped below the unspectacular heights of the broken terrain to the south west.

	But his sleeping mind soon began to conjure up a series of disjointed images of Iowa in warm summer times: subconsciously summoned memories of the distant past which he seldom sought to recall when he was awake.

	He dreamed of the Hedges farmstead where he was born and spent his first twenty five years until the War Between the States drew him away. Took him from a way of life that had not been idyllic too often at the time. But it could seem so now, in a dream-world of retrospect to a man sleeping through a cold night beside a railroad track on a chill Nebraska night.

	He saw his Mexican father, who had Anglicized his name when he took a Scandinavian wife and they set up the small farm—never to get much larger—on the fine growing land of the Middle West. There had raised two sons: the firstborn called Josiah and the younger James. One name invariably shortened to Joe, the other softened to Jamie.

	Life was most times earnest, but more often it was good than bad. And during his dreaming in Nebraska, Edge was not compelled to relive the dangerous times of Indian troubles. Sickness, drought, deprivation and anxiety. His accidental firing of a Starr rifle which made Jamie lame for the rest of his life. The death from natural causes, in rapid succession, of their mother and father. His return to the farmstead at war’s end, there to discover the sadistic crime that was to send him down so many long, bleak trails: his name changed from Josiah Hedges to Edge.

	Then his dream as he lay warm in his bedroll blankets, belly satisfyingly full with a supper of beef and beans, switched locale.

	To another farmstead. This one in the Dakotas, where there had been other good times, due in no small measure to the love of a fine woman during their tragically short marriage. But, because his subconscious did not admit entry to his mind of any event painful to recall, the circumstances which ended Beth’s life were blotted out.

	And the sequence of remembered scenes raced forward. To the more recent time when he was told a beautiful girl was his daughter. Then back over the years to when he had known the woman who...

	The faces, sometimes the bodies, of other women came and went in sharply seen images in his mind.

	Then he saw some pieces of country he had ridden between eruptions of violence.

	Some men who could have been his friends if he was the kind who formed friendships.

	Then, abruptly, two pictures were superimposed. Blurred at first, until one melded clearly into the other. A piece of country he could not identify: perhaps a mixing of the best of all he had seen, merged into one perfect setting. Against this backdrop there appeared the hazy, then perfectly defined figure of Adam Steele...

	A man who had been, as Edge still was, a drifting loner. Who, at first by force of circumstances then by choice, rode countless trails away from the War Between the States. Each uncertain at the outset of the aim he was seeking to achieve, over and above staying alive.

	Their trails had crossed on three occasions and after a bad start they had gotten to be dependable partners for brief, troubled times. And Adam Steele, the son of a rich Virginia plantation owner, had allowed he was looking for a place to put down roots: where he could recreate something akin to the kind of life he had shared with his father in those long ago privileged days before he left to go fight a war.

	A few weeks back, in the saloon of a small town on the Wyoming-Nebraska borderline, Edge overheard some talk between a passing through horse dealer and the local lawman. Steele, he learned, was in process of realizing his ambition of having a place of his own: somewhere in California, in a valley of the western foothills of the Rockies. The Virginian had found himself a piece of good land and was about to commence raising bloodstock horses.

	Edge had not asked questions of the horse trader, who had done some business with Steele, nor the lawman who had heard at more than second hand the new horse breeder was a thorn in the flesh of his local sheriff. Afterwards, as far as he was aware, Edge had not even thought consciously about this latest news of Adam Steele—who had never been anything more to him than a reliable partner in dangerous times.

	But his subconscious had evidently been carefully storing notions based upon what he heard back in that small town saloon. On hand to be brought to the surface when he was recalling the best of his past: as the foundation upon which to plan for a future in which bad times would not be allowed to have a part?

	Something colder than the air of the coldest night pressed into the sparse flesh of the sleeping man’s throat. And he was instantly awake. Within another instant had recognized the not unfamiliar pressure of a gun muzzle on his skin. Snapped open his eyes. To peer into the inside of the crown of his hat. As his right hand instinctively tightened around the frame of the Winchester that shared his blankets. Before he heard the hard-toned threat:

	‘If you’re about ready to die, mister, I’m sure good and ready to help you out.’

	Edge shook his head, the gesture acting as a response to the implied query and to dislodge the Stetson from off his face. So he could look up at the man who was probably not so tall as he appeared, towering toward the sky that was dirty gray with false dawn light. A long-armed man who had no need to bend at the waist to keep the Winchester’s muzzle resting against the throat of the prostrated half-breed. Held the rifle one-handed, hammer not cocked, forefinger curled to the trigger.

	‘But Otis and me, we’d be just as obliged if you’d tell us where Montgomery went to on your horse.’

	The second man was further away, on the other side of where Edge lay. So the perspective gave Edge a less distorted view of this more quietly spoken one after he had flicked his eyes along their narrowed sockets. Six feet, no more. Both of them, probably. Pushing hard at fifty, maybe there already. Hard-eyed. The only other features Edge took particular note of right then were the five-pointed tin stars pinned to their long coats and the fact their holstered revolvers were not easily accessible beneath the coats.

	‘Back off with the rifle a little, Otis. Could be the man’s havin’ a little difficulty sayin’ anythin’. Way you’re so heavy handed with the—’

	Edge cut in flatly: ‘Back off with it and point it away from me. And don’t you nor your partner ever aim a gun at me again. Unless you’re planning to kill me. For sure as hell I’ll be trying to kill you.’

	Otis spat a globule of saliva out of the side of his mouth. Vented a short, harsh laugh. Then growled: ‘Shit, Theo! We got us a real hard one here, don’t we? You think I should teach him—’

	The rifle muzzle was still pressed to Edge’s throat, just above his Adam’s apple, as Otis made the mistake of shifting his gaze toward Theo. Was part of a second late in realizing this was something he should not have done. For by then Edge had snapped up into a sitting position. And raised both his hands: one coming out from under the blanket to knock Otis’s rifle away from his throat, the other aiming his own Winchester at the suddenly enraged man. Who froze in the act of bringing his rifle back to cover Edge. Then anger turned to fear as Edge used his free hand to wrench the blanket off the Winchester which was aimed in a rock-steady grip at Otis’s crotch. The hammer clicked back.

	The half-breed said through gritted teeth: ‘Ain’t nobody too old to learn. What kind of lesson did you have it in mind to teach me?’

	‘We’re the law!’ Theo yelled, sounding as afraid as his partner looked.

	‘I’ve seen some stars but I’ve still got my senses about me,’ Edge told him. ‘So maybe I could teach you two something?’ He kept his slitted eyes locked with the wide ones of Otis as Theo began to explain:

	‘We just want to know about Lester Montgom—’

	‘A little arithmetic, maybe?’ Edge broke in evenly on the man who had moved so he was now within the half-breed’s line of vision, hands held in a manner that emphasized their emptiness. ‘The simple kind. Like, one rifle subtracted from one man leaves him with a full set of what makes him a man.’

	‘Theo?’ Otis gulped with a pleading glance toward his partner.

	‘Throw down the rifle, Otis,’ he was advised.

	Otis looked at his hand still fisted tightly around the frame of the Winchester. Then groaned and abruptly tossed the rifle to the side, where it clanged noisily against one of the rails.

	Edge nodded and sighed. Eased the hammer of his gun forward and turned it so the base of the stock was against the ground. Thus he could use the Winchester as a support as he got his sleep-stiffened body upright. He was seemingly nonchalant now, but beneath the thin veneer of his outward appearance he was ready to spring into fast and vicious action. Should either of the wary men show a first sign of aggression as they recovered from surprise.

	Then, for a fleeting moment, he froze. Was aware the two lawmen reacted to this, suddenly feeling a surge of renewed tension. Before Edge was apparently totally at ease again: shrugged and shook his head in brief display of mild irritation with himself. Said evenly, speaking a thought aloud:

	‘Yeah, you told me already: somebody stole my horse.’

	‘Stole your horse?’ Otis’s tenor of voice was sarcastic, his expression akin to a sneer.

	‘What I said, feller.’

	‘Shut up and listen to the man!’ Theo snarled. Just a fast glance at his partner interrupted his quizzical survey of Edge, then he moderated his tone to offer to the half-breed: ‘It appears me and Otis could’ve misjudged the situation we found here, mister?’

	‘No worse than somebody else did.’

	‘Uh?’

	‘The one who figured he could take my horse and not pay for it.’

	Otis scoffed: ‘Shit, mister, Lester Montgomery didn’t have no pockets full of money when he busted out of Carlsburg Penitentiary!’

	‘But he got away with something I need in payment for my horse.’

	‘What the hell are you talkin’ about now?’ Otis growled.

	Edge replied grimly: ‘His stinking life.’

	 


 

	Two

	 

	Edge flexed his sleep-rested muscles and surveyed his surroundings as the light of the new day brightened, true dawn crowding out the false.

	It was an uninspiring landscape of south Nebraska plains land, deeply carpeted with prairie grass. Bisected eastward for as far as the eye could see by the single line track of the Union Pacific Railroad. To the west, north and south the country was more broken: by low hills, outcrops of rock, grass hollows and clumps of brush, some of the vegetation almost tall enough to be termed trees. Due west, the twin rails crossing the symmetrically spaced ties on the raised roadbed could be seen for just a couple of hundred feet or so before they curved from sight between the end of the low bluff under which Edge had sited his camp and a rock step down into a shallow hollow.

	He had seen the topographical features last night, while their harshness of line was softened by the sun going down and the moon rising. Paid scant attention to his surroundings then, interested only in building and lighting a fire to heat some coffee and food. Before resting himself and his horse.

	This morning he saw the same terrain as no more than a backdrop while he looked for sign to show in which direction his gelding had been silently taken from the spot where he had been hobbled for the night. Or, Edge sourly allowed to himself, maybe not so silently taken: this as he looked north beyond the track to where, a hundred and fifty feet away, two saddled geldings stood. Ridden this close to where he slept before the two lawmen dismounted and advanced toward his night camp on fool. In a way that nobody was supposed to—not without making some sound to alert the half-breed to intruders. Or simply trigger his sixth sense to their silent presence.

	Edge’s narrowed eyes under their hooded lids raked the ground for stretched seconds as he canted the Winchester to his shoulder. He neither expected to see, nor saw, any clear sign to reveal what had happened in the dead of night. Outside of the obvious one that his chestnut gelding was gone.

	‘Lester Montgomery’s already been sentenced to hang by due process of law, mister,’ Theo said at length. After he had directed a warning glance at Otis who cleared his throat, intent upon another snarling comment. ‘For stealin’ more than a horse, and for more murders than the law knows about, I figure.’

	Edge lodged the rifle in the crook of his arm as he dug the makings from a pocket of his shirt, began to roll a cigarette. Briefly he eyed the two men, augmented his first impressions.

	Fifty or thereabouts was right for both of them. Otis was a little over six feet and had a lean build. His hollow cheeks, wide mouth, appealing brown eyes and clean-shaven face made him the more physically attractive of the two. But there was in his features something of a vacant cast that would have suggested he was a little dumb, even if he had not already proved it with words.

	Theo was just shy of six feet, with a bulkier build that was probably heavy with fat rather than muscles if his pudgy hands and bulbous-cheeked, double-chinned face were representative. His eyes were gray, a match for the thickly sprouting moustache, in need of a trim, that almost obscured his mouth. Not so much, though, that his teeth were not displayed when he spoke, to show he was a tobacco chewer.

	Now, as he rolled the makings into a cigarette, Edge began to play closer attention to his immediate surroundings. Seemed to ignore the two lawmen and their patiently waiting horses. But he was aware the men were watching him. Not the kind of self-conscious individual who ever acted any kind of part unless for a good reason, he submitted to their scrutiny while he remained constantly poised to respond if they decided there was a chance to get the upper hand again.

	What they saw was a man not many years short of their own age group. Who stood six feet three inches tall and weighed a solidly-packed two hundred pounds. With a lean-featured face mixing the contrasting bloodlines of his parentage reasonably well. The skin was darkly hued by Mexican heritage and exposure to the elements. The high cheekbones and the aquiline nose were from his father, too. While the ice blue eyes which gazed out piercingly from between permanent narrowed lids were inherited from his mother: as was the firm jawline and the perfectly formed teeth, perhaps not as white as they seemed. The darkness of his hair, just beginning to show streaks of gray, which he wore long enough to brush his shoulders and cover the nape of his neck, was of Latin origin.

	The only sign of affectation he adopted was a narrow moustache, unobtrusive at this early hour before he had shaved, grown in the drooping, Mexican style.

	None of his western style clothing was new. It was dark in color, from the Stetson which still lay on the ground where he had knocked it off his face, to his spurless riding boots. All of it hard-wearing and hard-worn over a lot of dusty miles: slept in at countless night camps. His saddle, which had served as his pillow during the night, was in keeping with his garb. Just as the gunbelt and holster hooked over the horn had seen better days. But the Frontier Colt in the holster looked fairly new.

	At a second glance, the two Nebraska lawmen might have thought they spotted another sign of mild affectation. This a necklet of wooden beads, dull colored by passing time, which encircled his throat below his Adam’s apple. But they had no reason to suspect the leather thong on which the beads were threaded served to hold at the nape of his neck a pouch containing a straight razor. Which more often than not he drew simply to shave. On other occasions it was used for a less mundane purpose.

	‘You have to see this thing from our point of view, mister,’ Theo said as he watched Edge go to the base of the low bluff and turn in a full circle on his heels. Then the half-breed struck a match on the rifle stock to light his cigarette, his gaze fastened on the ground.

	‘I do?’

	‘Shit, Theo, I can’t take too much of this hard man act he’s—’

	‘Acting’s not something I’m good at, feller,’ Edge cut in on the irascible man. ‘Mostly I am what you see.’

	‘And what I’m seein’ right now is the kinda guy who gets my goat and—’

	‘I’m Theodore Parker and this is Otis Albertson,’ the more heavily built man broke in, anxious to keep the heat of anger out of the exchanges. ‘Deputy marshals attached to the state penitentiary at Carlsburg. Ten miles north of here.’

	He waved a hand in that direction.

	‘Edge. My own man, so deputy nothing. From a lot of places.’

	‘But goin’ no place else, not without a horse!’ Albertson crowed.

	‘Life’s never a bowl of cherries all the while,’ the half-breed told the grimly smiling man. Picked up on some sign and gazed west. ‘Other times all a feller gets is the pits.’

	Now he peered pointedly at Albertson, who continued to eye him with a fixed challenge as he sidled toward where the Winchester rested on the rail.

	‘They went in that direction?’ Parker’s eagerness was tempered by concern for the antagonism between Edge and Albertson. His gaze darted from one man to the other, his gray eyes showing his fear of an outbreak of physical violence when the trading of taunts was done. ‘You spotted tracks?’

	‘Tracks of a dead man who doesn’t know what he is yet. And I can see another feller who’ll be just as dead if he doesn’t stop making tracks toward that rifle.’

	‘Otis, for Pete’s sake!’ Theo snarled, moved quickly to stoop and grab the discarded Winchester. Held it by the muzzle end of the barrel, frame canted to his shoulder.

	Albertson spat. From the center of his mouth this time and scored a hit on the rail where the rifle had been resting. Muttered a rasping obscenity.

	‘Go bring our horses, why don’t you?’ his partner suggested.

	Edge added: ‘But leave your buddy’s rifle in the boot. And keep your coat buttoned over your gunbelt, uh?’

	Albertson looked set to rap out a snarling retort. But then he whirled and strode away over the rails as the first rays of a bright, unwarm sun glinted on them. He called back over his shoulder as he headed out toward the waiting horses: ‘Later, maybe!’

	‘Ain’t nothin’ so damn uncertain as the future,’ his partner told him.

	‘Somebody walked my gelding back the way I rode him here last night,’ Edge said flatly, as he turned after moving a dozen paces in the impressions made by shod hooves and a man who wore a small boot size.

	‘And met up again with his two partners in crime a ways over there, I guess,’ Parker muttered miserably, with a bleak eyed glance toward the point where the track disappeared around the end of the bluff.

	‘You can have those two,’ Edge said evenly. ‘Just need the one who stole my horse.’

	Theo Parker looked long and hard at Edge as the half-breed dropped to his haunches, slid the Winchester into the boot on his saddle, buckled the gunbelt around his waist, put on his Stetson and began to furl his blankets. Then, as Otis Albertson reached the two horses, took up their reins and began to lead them back toward the camp being struck, he said:

	‘Look, I want to tell you I’m real sorry for the mistake that was made here... The way you was woke up and all. And if Otis wasn’t such a thick-skulled, mule-minded guy, he’d be just as ready to say the same thing, ain’t a doubt of that.’

	‘No sweat, feller.’

	‘You mean it?’ Parker was anxiously doubtful.

	‘We all make mistakes.’

	‘Like goin’ so deep asleep a no good killer and his two sidekicks can creep up and steal your horse!’ Albertson taunted from a few feet away on the other side of the sun glinting track.

	‘I make my share,’ Edge allowed flatly as he straightened and hefted up his saddle and accoutrements to a shoulder.

	‘It sure did look...’ Parker began. Broke off, licked his fleshy lips and delved a pudgy hand into a pocket of his top coat. Pulled out a plug of tobacco. ‘Well, Lester Montgomery, he ain’t the kinda kill-crazy sonofabitch that ordinarily just steals somethin’. Not when there’s opportunity for him to kill and steal at the same time. So me and Otis, we figured ...’ He bit off a chew of tobacco and shrugged. ‘Well, the way you was bedded down here by the tracks... Like you was waitin’ for a train to come along and...’ He gave another shrug of his meaty shoulders.

	‘You were wrong,’ Edge said. ‘But, like I told you, no sweat.’

	There was a pause, the silence clamped over the former night camp as solid as that spread far out on all sides. Until a shockingly loud barrage of rifle shots shattered the perfect stillness out of existence.

	The bullets, blasting from the muzzle of a repeater rifle arcing back and forth, exploded clouds of dust off the ground and ricocheted off the rails. And the three men froze their bodies, feet rooted where they stood, as their heads twisted and tilted: to peer up at the top of the forty-feet high bluff from where the gunfire had been directed.

	Then for several seconds in the wake of the violent intrusion of explosive sound, the clatter of galloping hoofbeats kept the silence far out in the distance. For the spooked horses, which had jerked their reins free of Albertson’s shock-loosened grip, raced northward again.

	A shrill voice yelled: ‘You men oughta know! Missin’ you wasn’t no mistake! Any one of you thinks I  couldn’t plug him if I wanted to, he just has to make a wrong move!’

	‘Shit, Theo, it’s a Goddamn female!’ Albertson complained as a woman rose to become silhouetted against the sun-bright southern sky on top of the bluff.

	‘A member of the so called gentler sex, that’s right! But if any of you three figures I’m feelin’ gentle right now, then it’s him who’s the Goddamn member!’

	‘What the hell’s she talkin’ about, Theo?’ Albertson demanded, a puzzled frown twisting his good-looking face.

	‘Just shut the hell up, Otis!’ Parker told him sourly.

	‘Seems she’s a lady of some kind, feller,’ Edge added evenly without shifting his gaze away from the slim-built form on the cliff top. Who aimed her rifle down at them from her right shoulder, her left eye aligning the fore and back sights. ‘Too much of one to come right out and call you a prick.’
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