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Holderville, Texas was a dying town. Shuttered storefronts, derelict homes, half the population already gone, their property abandoned. Behind the stockade, the garrison of Fort Holder was getting ready to pull out. Even the town drunk had gotten on his mule and headed unsteadily on south to where the whiskey was cheaper.

	So when the man called Edge rode into town it was pretty much of an unusual happening - and he was only meaning to pass through.

	Still he did stay around long enough to discover that for a dying town, the gunplay was lively enough and killing looked like being a growth industry.

	 

	  



	




	[image: Image]

	 

	 


 

	EDGE 56: DOOM TOWN

	By George G. Gilman

	First published by New English Library in 1987

	Copyright ©1987, 2021 by George G. Gilman

	First eelectonic edition: December 2022

	Names, characters and incidents in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

	You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by means (electronic, digital, optical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

	This is a Piccadilly Publishing Book

	Published by arrangement with the author’s estate.

	Series Editor: Ben Bridges

	Text © Piccadilly Publishing

	Visit www.piccadillypublishing.org to read more about our books.

	 

	 


 

	For N.K.

	No stranger to a much finer little old town in the west
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	One

	 

	THE TALL, SKINNY, raggedly garbed old man riding the mangy burro called down forty feet of Texas trail to the approaching horseback rider: ‘Let me tell you somethin’, mister.’

	Edge did not interrupt the process of putting the final touches to the cigarette he was rolling as he rode easy in the saddle of the chestnut gelding. Then hung it at the side of his mouth. Struck a match on the butt of the revolver that jutted from the tied-down holster. Touched the flame to the tobacco.

	The old timer, bitterness growling in his tone and grimacing on his elongated face, warned: ‘You’re headin’ in the wrong direction, mister. That’s what I’m tellin’ you.’

	‘I am?’ Edge said indifferently on a stream of aromatic blue smoke, reined in his mount as the other man did the same with the burro, side by side, facing opposite directions.

	‘You sure as hell are. If I was you, I’d turn around and ride on back south. Way I’m goin’.’

	The scowling man, who had sixty some hard-lived years behind him, peered southward with dull eyes that held out no hope his circumstances would have improved at the end of this trail. They were the eyes, set in pallid, crinkled flesh, of either a drunk in sore need of a drink, or a sick man requiring something even harder to come by in this desolate piece of south-west Texas.

	Edge told him evenly: ‘If you were me, you’d have had your fill of Mexico.’

	The sour-faced man spat into the dust on the side away from Edge. The disillusion on his emaciated face was more firmly set as he shrugged, took up the rope reins of the burro, which looked only a little stronger than he was, maybe not quite so weary,

	‘So, okay, mister.’ He checked his intention to move off down the trail, directed a studied double-take at the half-breed, suggested: ‘You got a Mexican look to you?’

	‘On account of my pa was Mexican.’

	The narrow shoulders shrugged. Then he flicked the reins, banged his heels against the flanks of the burro to start the wall-eyed animal moving south again. Looked back to offer in an ominous tone: ‘Just thirty miles between Holderville and the Rio Grande, mister. I ain’t never for the life of me understood why folks that think so low of Mexicans don’t move a whole lot further away from them.’

	‘Obliged for the warning,’ the half-breed growled as he started the gelding northward, uncaring the words were not loud enough to carry to the old timer.

	‘’Course, that ain’t why old Duke Downin’s leavin!’ the oldster shouted. ‘Nor on account of the army pullin’ out! Maybe the Injuns raisin’ some hell when they do! No, sir: it’s the price of Nate Cory’s whiskey that’s got old Duke makin’ tracks for pastures new!’

	Edge looked over his shoulder just once when Downing’s voice rose in volume and pitch. Recognized the ill-clad, unwashed, unshaven old timer was speaking rhetorically as he wrenched his head from side to side, an arm lifted to swing through the same arc: addressed his words to the surrounding emptiness of the Oak Hills through which he rode towards the higher ridges of the Chinati Mountains which formed the southern horizon.

	Duke Downing was a little crazy, it seemed. Maybe permanently deranged from over-indulgence in hard liquor, or driven across the sanity line by rancor at the jacked-up price of booze. But he would not have been running off at the mouth when he spoke about anti-Mexican feelings harbored by the populace of Holderville. The town Edge knew he would get to eventually if he remained northward-bound on this little-used, often hard to discern trail. Which was the shortest route from where he crossed the Rio Grande to a southern loop of a road between El Paso and San Angelo.

	It was no surprise to hear of such ill-feeling towards Mexicans in Holderville. Duke Downing had a point about why bigots did not move north; but prejudice was a feature of border towns—on either side of the Rio Grande. Edge knew from experience that the Mexicans to the south of what they called the Rio Bravo felt much the same towards the Americans to the north. Too many people in this borderland still remembered the Alamo and everything that came before and afterwards.

	The army withdrawal from Fort Holder and the chance of the local Comanches causing trouble was news. But of no consequence to Edge, unless the situation got ugly during the next couple of days. Which was how long he intended to be in Holderville. To restock his saddlebags with supplies, get the gelding reshod and rest up while he decided what he was going to do with what remained of his life.

	If the price of whiskey put hard liquor out of his reach, so be it. During his month-long stay south of the border he had drunk more than his fill of whiskey, tequila and mescal, even some pulque.

	He had put Duke Downing and all the embittered old timer had said to him out of his mind even before the man and his burro had gone from sight in the south. Saw the man, diminishing in the distance, as no more than one of the few moving features on a primarily inert Sierra Nevada mountainscape beneath the blue afternoon sky the sun shared with a few widely scattered, flat-bottomed, white clouds.

	Such a sky promised there would be little change in the warm spring weather and the broken landscape of rocky ridges, scrub vegetation and sparse wildlife appeared innocently empty of potential threat. But the half-breed nonetheless maintained a casual though never careless surveillance over his surroundings. During which he occasionally glimpsed the departing figure of Duke Downing until the old timer astride the burro was lost beyond an intervening rise.

	Many lone riders in country such as this, having been told about possible Indian trouble, would likely have been inclined to let their imaginations run away with them. Visualize a warpainted brave behind every rock, hidden in every thicket of brush.

	Edge was not such a man. Even though the impassive expression on his long and lean, element-burnished, thin-lipped, narrow-eyed face might have suggested he was deeply concerned with something of grave importance. This, though, was the half-breed’s natural expression when he had nothing of any consequence on his mind.

	Should danger be set to erupt, he would spot the first sign of it. His casual attitude astride the slow-moving horse, of loose-limbed, seeming nonchalance that was as natural as the hardness of his expression, would immediately disappear. And he would be poised to combat the threat.

	Draw the Frontier Colt from the holster tied down to his right thigh; slide the Winchester out of the boot hung forward on the right of his saddle; reach for, jerk clear the straight razor he carried on a pouch held by a beaded thong to the nape of his neck. Gallop the gelding; rear him; hurl himself clear of the saddle.

	Do whatever the situation called for with smooth speed. Nine times out of ten—because he did not claim to be perfect—he would make the right decision to give himself the best chance of surviving the danger.

	Or would he? Could he?

	Abruptly the glitter in his narrowed, ice-blue eyes and the hard set of his mouth truly showed something of what he felt. This as he rasped a curse. Saw the ears of the gelding prick as the animal quivered, reacting to the harshness of the rider’s voice. Then he trailed the flat of a hand gently down the neck of the horse, spoke in a soft mid-Western drawl with just a faint trace of a Latin accent: ‘Easy, boy.’

	When the gelding calmed and began to move in the same leisurely manner as before, Edge spoke aloud his thoughts as a growling whisper, just a little sardonically: ‘Yeah, I know. It’s how things are going to be from now on: I keep promising myself.’

	He felt his face in its frame of shoulder-length, starting-to-gray, black hair form a more pronounced scowl, which was entirely spontaneous. But before his mind could flood with a stream of negative thoughts about decisions he had taken in Mexico, his sixth sense for being watched triggered a warning at the back of his mind. He had time to smile with satisfaction that this carefully nurtured gift at least still worked for him at a time of potential danger.

	It now remained to be seen if he could react as fast as need be should the threat become reality.

	He was riding up a draw with gently sloping rocky sides that gradually got steeper but lower as he neared the northern end: maybe forty feet above the level at the southern start. He was being observed from a point to the left, western, side of the top of the draw. By a watcher hidden behind a slab of gray and black rock, about ten feet high, twice as broad. And as he swept his gaze about himself, looking for other possible vantage points as much as to dissuade the watcher from suspecting the hiding place had been pinpointed, Edge realized he might have been mistaken in thinking his sixth sense warned him.

	For the sun had dipped more than half-way across the south-western sky and the rock outcrop cast a shadow that at first impression was immobile. But at second glance, or maybe this was his fourth or fifth as he continued to ride at the same easy pace and apparently as casually as before, there was discernible movement.

	A change in the shape of the dark shadow on the sloping ground over which the trail ran. Not caused by his own altering viewpoint as he neared the top of the draw, nor by the imperceptible arc of the sun toward its setting point, some hours off.

	Whoever squatted behind the rock might well have made such a small movement before: to catch his eye while he reflected upon how good he still could be at what he used to do exceptionally well.

	He cursed again. But this time had the presence of mind to rasp the obscenity in an undertone. So the word sounded as little more than an outlet of breath. The horse did not react, which perhaps would have given a vigilant observer a chance to guess that all was not as it had been a few moments ago with the black-clad, dust-sullied, slightly sweating rider who advanced slowly up the draw.

	Edge also remembered to maintain the regular watch to left, right, over his shoulder: needed to work at making it appear an involuntary habit. It was while he was peering elsewhere that the watcher withdrew completely behind the outcrop. So when he swept his glinting-eyed gaze back in that direction, the shadow was only of solid rock. There was no living, liable-to-move creature positioned to break the dark line on the dusty ground.

	Not a creature, he knew. It was no dangerous mountain lion nor harmless coyote that had cast the now-disappeared shadow. He trusted his sense for being observed well enough to be convinced a human being was behind the rock, back in more secure cover now.

	But was the man—or woman—as dangerous as a mountain lion or as innocuous as a lone coyote? Anyone who felt it necessary to stay out of sight had to be regarded as potentially dangerous. Even if the reason for hiding was fear of the approaching half-breed: not the most gentle-looking of men. Because fear was just one short step removed from reckless aggression if it became panic.

	He decided only one thing was almost certain now—if he could no longer see the shadow of the watcher behind the rock, whoever it was probably could not see him. Not so certain, but something of which he had to be reasonably confident if he trusted anything about his mysterious sixth sense—there were no other eyes watching him.

	He slid his right foot clear of the stirrup, rose out of the saddle, twisted his body. Lowered himself to the ground with a sound that could not possibly be as loud as it seemed in his own ears. Began to walk alongside the gelding, holding the reins lightly.

	Now he was as tense as he looked. Less confident.

	Aware he could be fooling himself. There could well be other watchers. Or the one behind the rock could have moved to a more secure vantage point, have him constantly in sight.

	To his over-discerning hearing there was now a difference in the sound of the clop of hooves with worn shoes since the horse had become riderless. But if this were so and it carried with meaning to whoever waited behind the rock, there was no sign of it: the line of the shadow remained undisturbed.

	He started to pay as much attention to the top and far end of the large rock now. The half-smoked cigarette went out and he removed it from the side of his mouth, stowed it carefully in the shirt pocket where he kept the makings. Sweating more heavily by the moment, he wound the reins around the saddle horn, left them slack. Walked a few more paces alongside the horse. To within some fifty paces of the point where the trail passed the rock, a dozen feet from it.

	Then he angled away to the side, lengthening his stride, setting his feet down lightly. He drew his Colt, curled a forefinger to the trigger, hooked a thumb over the hammer. Held the revolver levelled at his hip.

	His mount plodded on up the draw at a measured pace. Edge made a conscious effort not to advance too fast. For the animal might glimpse him, change direction. The gelding was a fine animal, but no wonder horse.

	Then he needed to switch his attention away from the horse and the outcrop. A few paces short of his objective, the end of the rock away from the trail, the ground was strewn with pebbles and small boulders. He needed to watch where he walked to keep from sending stones skittering noisily out from under his feet.

	In four more strides he was at the corner of the slab of rock, which he saw was some four feet thick. He paused there a moment, to glance to the right, saw the gelding start by at the far end.

	He stopped breathing, took another step. Heard a sharp intake of breath from the blind side of the outcrop. Stepped around the slab. Saw a man backing along the base of the rock, his attention held by the chestnut gelding as the animal plodded fully into view, riderless. Then he collided with Edge, snapped his head around to peer behind him at the moment of impact.

	‘Sonofa—’ he started to croak through teeth clenched in a grimace that was of mixed fear and rage.

	Then he almost caught the equally surprised Edge off guard as he whirled fully to face him with sudden speed: threw a punch that was part hook, part uppercut. Aimed accurately at the half-breed’s jaw.

	Edge blocked the expertly launched punch, but failed to grasp the wrist behind the fist. He began to snarl: ‘Easy! We got nothing to scrap—’

	The man backed off two paces and the half-breed gained a first fleeting impression he was no more than twenty years old. Then he dropped his chin onto his chest, lunged forward. Head-butted Edge in his chest. Sent him staggering into a backward run, onto the area of ground strewn with fragments of rock.

	The youngster was hard skulled and the impact erupted a bolt of searing pain from deep within Edge’s torso. Pebbles went flying from under his boots as he struggled to maintain his balance.

	Then anger displaced pain as he realized he was going to lose the contest to stay upright. An anger that was as hot as the flames in his chest. Until, as he toppled backwards, fear acted to chill his emotions rapidly. For he saw that the young man, splayed feet planted firmly on the ground, was in process of jerking a revolver out from under his belt at his belly. While on his face was an expression of unwavering resolve to do whatever he felt had to be done.

	In back of the man drawing the gun, at the far end of the rock, the gelding had heard the scuffle, come to an easy halt. Took one glance, looked dolefully away. Like he felt equine disgust at the antics of the two men.

	Edge had the advantage of a revolver already drawn. Needed only to thumb back the hammer, bring the muzzle to bear on a target. No longer had any doubts about his abilities to handle the situation. Was aware of a sense of satisfaction at how he could still control fear, cool the heat of rage. Utilize both forces to suppress the urge to impulsive recklessness.

	He squeezed off a shot. Maybe a full second before the other man would have been ready to do so. Then how good the man was with a gun was instantly irrelevant. For the revolver he had drawn was suddenly spinning out of his hand, which sprang open in reaction to the shock of the bullet that smashed through the wrist. The speed of the flying gun was given greater impetus by the way in which the bullet’s impact caused the damaged arm to swing out to the side.

	A moment after the bullet blasted from the Colt, Edge landed heavily on his rump. But any sense of indignity he might have experienced was negated by a new wave of pain, as pebbles and fragments of rock dug into his flesh.

	With his free hand he reached behind, kept himself from sprawling out full length on the ground. He instinctively cocked the Colt again, but stayed his forefinger on the trigger as he kept the muzzle aimed up at the belly of the man who stood in front of him for a moment longer.

	Then the injured man took a step to the side, leaned a shoulder against the rock, brought his left hand across his body to clamp it tightly around the bullet-shattered wrist. Blood squeezed out between the fingers, dripped onto the ground beside his booted feet. In the silence it seemed almost possible to discern the tiny sounds of the crimson droplets hitting the dusty ground.

	A faint trace of gun smoke remained in the air for a second, then was gone.

	Twenty was about right, Edge decided as he developed his first impression of the man. A strong-looking six-footer who perhaps was not so powerfully built as his too-tight clothing—worn, patched and darned—made him appear. He was neither handsome nor homely, had a square shaped face under a mop of unruly black hair, his complexion now bloodless beneath the burnish of outdoor life, his full lips compressed and his brown eyes expressionless as he fought the need to allow outlet to his feelings.

	This, as his eyes kept flicking between Edge’s Colt and his own Remington revolver in the dust a dozen feet away.

	But then he was unable to sustain the composed attitude any longer. His eyes showed they had a flood of tears in back of them, and it would not take much to have them spill down his cheeks. One cheek developed a tic. His lips parted in a wince at a sudden heightening of the pain from his wrist. He came close to sagging against the rock, but successfully fought his body’s desire to sink down on to his haunches. He said in a melancholy tone: ‘That wasn’t no lucky shot, I guess?’

	Edge regained his usual impassivity as he came to his feet. Offered no response to the query as he continued to keep his glittering, narrowed eyes in a fixed gaze on the pained face of the shot man.

	‘You could’ve plugged me wherever you wanted?’

	‘Right,’ Edge confirmed flatly, flexed his muscles, to ease a number of pains from being head-butted, going down so hard and so unceremoniously on his rear.

	‘You could’ve shot me in the heart? Blew my brains out? Put a bullet in me any place, I figure?’

	Edge pursed his lips over clenched teeth, let his breath out as a low whistle. Slid the revolver back in the holster. Ran a shirt sleeve across his brow to mop off the sweat. Said again: ‘Right.’

	The shot man nodded emphatically, winced, growled: ‘So I’m real grateful you’re a hotshot with a pistol, mister.’

	‘Keep that in mind, in the event you ever get to aim a gun at me again. Second time I’ll kill you.’

	Edge started forward and the young man flinched. Turned so his back was against the rock. Seemed intent upon pressing himself deep into the slab of granite. Then his pent-up breath rasped noisily out when he saw the half-breed angle away from him, heading towards his waiting horse.

	‘It was a mistake, mister,’ he blurted.

	‘Which you made, and you paid for.’

	‘When I seen you comin’ up the trail, I just figured to stay out of sight. I wasn’t plannin’ to jump you.’

	‘I didn’t know that.’ Edge retrieved the part-smoked cigarette from the shirt pocket and struck a match on the jutting butt of the Colt.

	‘Yeah, I can see that. But I had good reason for not wantin’ nobody to see me.’

	‘Roy!’

	It was a woman who cried the name. From some way off. But loud enough for her voice to carry clearly enough over such a distance, her emotion plainly discernible. She was totally composed.

	Just as Edge was composed as he came to a halt, touched the match to the cigarette, shook out the flame and dropped the match. Needed only to raise his eyes and move them along their sockets to see the woman. On the other side of the northern end of the draw, where she gradually came fully into sight, advanced up the final few yards of a rise, halted. Maybe two hundred feet away.

	Over this distance, in these circumstances, Edge registered at first impression only the essential and the obvious: a woman aimed a rifle at him in a rock-steady grip from her shoulder; she was dressed in unadorned buckskin, was an Indian.

	The young man she called Roy, totally disconcerted again, wrenched his head around to look toward her.

	She yelled: ‘You will tell me what I am to do?’

	Her tone of voice suggested she asked for instructions simply out of respect for the man she addressed.

	After he had finished lighting the cigarette, Edge froze, hooded eyes narrowed to glittering slivers of ice-blue as they fastened an unblinking gaze on the squaw. He was certain she was prepared to do whatever the injured man asked of her. Which meant his life might depend upon how good she was with a rifle.

	Over three or four stretched seconds of tense silence he was conscious of Roy staring at him. In indecision? Or concern for how Edge might react to whatever he asked of the squaw?

	‘Roy Bryce! You tell me now!’ She was irritably impatient rather than anxious.

	Bryce groaned, once more wrenched his head between Edge and the Indian woman. Suddenly blurted raucously: ‘It’s all right, Jane! It was a stupid mistake I made! No real harm done!’

	She did not hesitate for a moment. She lowered the rifle from her shoulder, held it parallel with the ground across the base of her belly. A flat belly, Edge noted in passing. As flat as her chest. Her Comanche features, too. She was a skinny, plain-faced squaw the same age or a little younger than the man for whom she had been ready to kill.

	She made no move to advance or retreat.

	Edge nodded to Bryce, started towards his horse again, said: ‘What I told you? It goes for your lady-friend, too.’

	‘What?’ He looked close to keeling over again.

	‘I warn people just the once about pointing guns at me. Second time I kill them. You pass that on.’

	‘That’s my rifle she’s got, mister. I left my horse in the hollow over the other side of the draw there. Jane must’ve heard the shot and come runnin’. Seen my horse with the rifle in the—’

	‘No sweat. Who owns the gun that’s aimed at me doesn’t matter. You tell her.’

	‘What?’ He clasped the bullet shattered wrist more tightly, nodded emphatically. ‘Oh, yeah, I’ll do that.’

	‘Fine.’

	Bryce ended his preoccupation, made a snap decision, asked: ‘You goin’ to Holderville, mister?’

	‘What I planned, feller.’

	‘Will you do somethin’ for me?’

	‘How come I get to owe you a favor?’

	‘Please. Listen. Don’t tell no one about anythin’ of what’s happened here? About Jane Snow and me? I’ll figure out a story about how I got shot in the hand. But if Holderville folks find out about me and Jane comin’ out here to meet up ...’

	‘Sure.’

	‘You promise, mister?’

	Edge reached his horse, looked back at the anguished and in pain Roy Bryce leaning against the rock. Told him: ‘Long as neither of you don’t ever point a gun at me again, your business isn’t my business.’

	The young man hurried to explain: ‘See, Jane and me ... We’re kinda ... Well ...’ He shot a glance across the draw at the stoically standing woman, lowered his voice, even though only a shout could reach to her. ‘When the time’s right, I’m thinkin’ about askin’ Jane to marry me, mister.’

	Edge said: ‘Don’t think about it too much.’

	Bryce was suddenly as angry as when he backed into Edge and was panicked into starting the fight. His square shaped face became contorted by rage as he straightened up from the rock, snarled: ‘Another damn white who ain’t got no time for the Comanches around here, uh? Maybe I oughta tell Jane to—’

	‘It’s not that, feller,’ Edge broke in. Felt good enough about how he handled the trouble with Bryce to grin with good humor rather than irony as he massaged his chest with the heel of one hand, his rear with the palm of the other, told the scowling man: ‘It’s just that when you use your head you can get him to be a pain in the ass.’
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