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So this was Utopia, Arizona-style.

	The man called Edge looked about him. The Promised Land it wasn’t: one army post, two saloons and three whores. Add in a couple of rundown stores and an even more rundown church with a whiskey-soaked preacher and that was about it.

	Not that Edge had come looking for the perfect society. Just a man, officially dead, suspected of still living and certainly a father. Leastways, the thin-faced woman with the squalling bundle in her arms had been sure enough about the last to put up the money for the search. And now the peace of Utopia was about to be disturbed: some old wounds opened up by Edge’s questions and some new and very bloody ones by his actions.
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	For T. W.

	a right man who delivered at the right time.
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Chapter One

	 

	IT WAS RAINING softly and an insistent norther blew hard. Sometimes the wind moaned so loudly across the front of the Ace of Spades saloon that it blanketed all other sounds. But mostly the rain could be heard, beating on the windows like it was sick of its own company, wanted to come in out of the wet.

	There were just two men in the place: the owner behind the bar counter that ran three-quarters the length of a side wall, the customer seated at a table near the player piano with the lid down beyond the end of the bar.

	Tom Chase had fastened the big outer doors in front of the batwings when the threat of a storm became imminent reality. Since then just the passing-through stranger and an occasional short-lived draught of not uncomfortably cold air had entered the saloon.

	The stranger came in through the doorway; the draughts entered by way of the crack at the foot of the doors or at a warped window frame. The stranger drank a shot glass of rye whiskey about every thirty minutes, rolled and smoked cigarettes at the same rate. The infrequent draughts lazily swirled a little dust up off the floor or billowed a dimity curtain at one of the two windows which flanked the doorway.

	Although the place had been built the wrong side of twenty years ago it had been well constructed and was reasonably well maintained for most of that time, so the persistent rain would not be getting in anywhere. Unless, the morose-mooded Tom Chase reflected, somebody else opened the big doors to come keep him more talkative company than this stranger to San Cristobel: even better, spend more money than he did.

	Although Chase did not think this would now happen on such a wild, borderland night, he determined to stick to the schedule he had set himself when he opened up the place at five: if there was no-one in the Ace of Spades at eight, he'd turn the key in the lock and slide the bolts to secure the big doors. Keep out the potential influx of a handful of San Cristobel citizens who liked to drink slow and long into the night. Should the storm clear up.

	Because the stranger had enquired about a room—been told one rented for a buck a night—before he asked for the bottle of rye, he did not figure in Chase’s schedule.

	It was near to six when Chase recognized the dark cloud signs of a gathering storm, closed the outer doors. Ten minutes later when the stranger to town showed up. In the hour or so before this he counted three fat flies which drifted in over the tops of the batwings after the sun went behind the low, fast-moving clouds. Two buzzed right on out again and just one showed a passing interest in his shot glass of sipping bourbon: beat a fast, angry retreat after a near-miss swat with the only hand Chase possessed.

	Awhile later—after the broodingly taciturn stranger came into the place and made it plain he was in no mood for small talk—Chase regretted the aggressive attitude that had apparently scared off his winged visitor. He did not normally take to flies but at least, he thought, this one and he had a couple of things in common: they were both God’s creatures and they were not considered suitable company for others of their respective species in San Cristobel tonight.

	He shook his head irritably, made a growling sound of self-reproach, tossed off what was left of the sipping whiskey in his shot glass, muttered: ‘Don’t be such a Goddamn maudlin fool, Tom Chase!’

	‘You’re right, feller,’ the stranger said, struck a match on the stock of the Winchester rifle that jutted up from the heap of his gear on the floor. Lit the third of his quick-to-make, slow-to-smoke cigarettes. Placed the dead match on the two others in the center of the stained, burned and gouged tabletop.

	Chase had been about to pick up the threequarters full bottle of good stuff, return it to its secret hideaway under the counter. But he poured himself another drink, asked: ‘Right about what, mister?’

	‘It’s no good to nurse the blues. Especially not when a man’s drinking alone.’

	‘Right! That sure is right. I am drinking alone, ain’t I?’ Chase shook his head, looked a little sheepish. ‘I guess I must’ve talked out loud, uh? To myself?’

	‘It’s what drinking with the blues for company can lead to.’

	‘And where it can end is some place nobody wants to be, mister. So why don’t we drink together?’ He gripped the neck of the bottle in the fist of his surviving right hand, grinned as he offered: ‘The good stuff I save for myself and my best customers. You can see from the kinda business I’m doing tonight I ain’t in no shape to stand treat. But I’ll charge for it the same price as what you’re drinking, Mr. …?’

	He was about to come out from behind the bar counter. Until the stranger shook his head, removed the newly lit cigarette from the side of his mouth with one hand, raised the full shot glass with the other. Sipped the rye then said: ‘The name’s Edge, feller, and I’m not pleased to know anyone tonight. Soon as I’m through with this, I’m for bedding down.’

	‘Whatever you say,’ Chase growled. He was undecided for a moment whether to have another drink: did not manage to talk himself out of what he really wanted to do. Muttered: ‘The customer’s always right and I guess I’m lucky on a night like this to have a customer to be right.’

	Then came a sound like somebody had rattled the doors, trying to open them. But he acknowledged with a grimace that it was just an extra strong gust of wind that raised his hopes. Then he caught sight of his soured expression reflected in the mirror on the wall behind the shelves in back of the bar counter. And took the trouble to rearrange his undistinguished features into a shape he considered made him look halfway handsome.

	This was a kind of lop-sided grin that hinted at self-mockery but held an underlying warning he would not sit still to be mocked by anybody else. It was the face of a thirty-five-year-old man of Anglo-Saxon stock with blue eyes and cleanshaven skin that had started to lose the bronze of the outdoors but would never again be pale. His teeth were a little crooked and very white, the neatly trimmed hair above his face was an unremarkable brown in color and the frame below was missing the left arm, amputated at the shoulder flush with his side. Otherwise his body was well proportioned, except where it was a little thick around the middle. But the belly that slightly overhung his belt was far from being gross and it was the only soft weight he carried on his six-feet tall, one hundred and eighty pounds frame.

	Dressed as he was tonight in a freshly laundered gray cotton shirt, the left sleeve cut out and the hole neatly patched, only slightly rumpled and faded black denim pants and blue boots that were maybe in need of a polish, he could see nothing about his appearance to dissuade the drinking folks of the border town of San Cristobel from stepping into his place for a draught of beer or a shot of something stronger and some conversation.

	Whereas the stranger named Edge ...

	If it had not been a night filled with wind-blown rain and had Edge not entered the Ace of Spades right on opening time—been seen by local folks to ride to George Harper’s livery stable then walk down the slight slope of Main Street toting his gear—then Chase could have maybe blamed the man for his place being so empty. For Edge did not look like the kind of drifter, in off the trail that came through this little country town, who was likely to attract customers used to stopping by the saloon at the end of the working day for some easy small talk, maybe a friendly game of low stakes poker while they took their drinking pleasure.

	He was a couple, even three, inches taller than six feet. His build was lean but there was certainly nothing skinny about him: his two hundred or more pounds of weight muscular.

	At first glance Chase had taken him for an Indian. In which case he would not have been admitted to the saloon for there was a local ordinance, supported by the Department of Indian Affairs local bureau responsible for this Sierra Pinta area of the Territory of Arizona that prohibited liquor sales to the Apaches. Or any other Indians who strayed through San Cristobel.

	But Chase quickly corrected his first impression: and was grateful that he had been wrong at the outset. For in addition to the powerful build of the man, there was in his face and his manner a latent warning this was not the kind of stranger to mess with lightly.

	Because of the trade he followed before he took up the saloon business, Chase was able to see beneath the surface of the man, which was only faintly threatening in a way that Edge did not have to work at creating. Saw deeply enough into his personality to recognize that this man was no swaggering bully: that the implied threat was constantly poised to be carried out. With no compunction. And whoever was on the receiving end could draw no comfort from the thought Edge might suffer the slightest remorse.

	Beyond this, not an Indian: instead a half-breed Mexican-American. His features, in Chase’s estimation, a surly mixture of the two bloodlines. The structure was lean, the skin dark stained by heritage and a lifetime of exposure to the elements: deeply lined by the passing of years which totaled something in excess of forty. In a frame of hair, long enough to reach the shoulders, that had some strands of gray among the jet black. A high forehead above eyes of the lightest, coldest blue which glittered out between permanently narrowed lids, hooded at the top. An aquiline nose, a wide and thin mouth that obviously could smile but did not smile often. In repose, it was the mouth of the man that suggested most potently the cruel streak he possessed.

	Tonight in the Ace of Spades he had a day’s growth of black and gray stubble on his lower face: a slightly thicker line of bristles above and drooping to the sides of his mouth suggesting he maintained an understated Mexican style moustache when he was freshly shaved.

	His dark-hued clothing was far from new, like the saddle, accoutrements and bedroll he had brought with him from Harper’s Livery. He had travelled in and with this stuff for a long time.

	He packed an unfancy Frontier Colt in a low-slung holster on the right of his gunbelt, with toe ties that fastened it to his thigh. Not many men who lived in San Cristobel or came regularly to town carried a revolver in this way.

	‘Matter of fact,’ Chase said, and like before, he did not realize he spoke aloud, ‘I don’t recall anyone who does. Since I stashed my fast draw rig in the back of the closet.’

	Edge looked up from peering into the near empty shot glass he had been rolling back and forth between the palms of his hands, making unobtrusive sounds on the top of the table. Looked at the one-armed man behind the bar counter. Then around at the rest of the sixty feet wide by forty feet deep room furnished with the bar, mirror and shelves behind it, the player piano, a potbellied stove, six small tables each with four chairs around it and a large one surrounded by eight, spread over the bare board floor area.

	Saw he was still the sole customer in the Ace of Spades, dimly lit by two of the four ceiling-hung kerosene lamps. Noticed for the first time that the saloon’s only decoration was an enormous oil painting, in drab and aged colors, of a mist-shrouded European castle, hung on the wall across from the bar counter. The somber-looking picture seemed to epitomize the mood of the evening.

	The stove in the opposite corner from the piano remained unlit and he thought probably the place was not cold enough to merit lighting it. It was a sense of dampness in the air, the sound of the wind and the rain outside that made the room feel colder than it actually was. Then, as he emerged fully from the cheerless reverie disturbed by the bartender, he became aware the wind had let up, the rain sounded less insistent than earlier.

	He did a double-take at the table top before him, saw with mild relief that the bottle of rye was still much better than half full, the line of three dead matches had grown no longer. The cigarette he had taken from the side of his mouth so he could finish the heeltap in his glass had gone out less than half smoked.

	But more than a little time had passed since the start of the silence after he had ended the conversation with Chase on the subject of drinking in company with the blues. Enough for the one-armed man to have almost finished the bottle of sipping bourbon by doing more than sipping it: get a sheen in his eyes, a slackness to his mouth, a flush on his cheeks.

	‘You used to be a gunfighter, feller?’ Edge said as a fly appeared on the fringe of the bartender’s awareness and he started to watch it with fixed malevolence while it circled one of the softly glowing lamps.

	‘What?’ Chase countered abstractly, then asked rhetorically without looking toward his lone customer: ‘See that fly? That fly is like everyone else in this lousy town, mister. Maybe the whole damn world. It doesn’t give a shit for me or my place.’ He slurred on almost every sibilant.

	Edge rose to his feet, drew some loose change from a side pocket of his pants, checked through it in the palm of his hand. Looked again at the whiskey bottle, upended his hand on the table-top alongside the dead matches. Opened it so that the coins were released in a compact heap and did not roll. Said to Chase: ‘Three shots. At a dime each, as I recall? Plus the buck for a night in the room. I’m short four cents.’

	Chase required a few moments to get his liquor-impaired brain clear of embittered thoughts about the fly in particular and the world in general, then to connect Edge’s actions with his words. Eventually he nodded, waved his one hand, slurred sardonically: ‘Hell, what’s four cents between good drinkin’ buddies, uh?’

	‘I’m obliged.’

	‘And I’d be obliged,’ Chase said, aware of his sloppy speech and making an effort to correct it, ‘if you would kindly do me a favor?’

	Edge had stooped, about to pick up his gear. He said: ‘That depends.’

	Chase did not seem to hear the response, went on: ‘Two favors, I guess. Shoot across the bolts on the doors? And douse the lamps?’

	Edge left his gear on the floor, smiled with his thin-lipped mouth but let no warmth into his glinting, ice-blue eyes, said: ‘I’ll take care of the chores for four cents.’

	‘Uh?’ Chase swayed, leaned his belly against the back of the counter to steady himself.

	‘That way,’ Edge explained, ‘I won’t owe you any money and you won’t owe me any favors.’

	He started for the doorway as Chase answered, with over-emphatic nods:

	‘We talk the same language, mister. Maybe if you stick around in San Cristobel we can talk some more of it some other time?’

	‘Maybe.’

	‘Something else?’

	Edge, about to slide the top bolt, looked quizzically across at the almost falling down drunk one-armed man behind the counter.

	‘You might take a look outside for me? Storm sounds to have let up some. Could be there are a bunch of rich and thirsty men headin’ for the Ace of Spades now.’

	Edge turned the knob, swung one of the big doors open, made to push through the batwing in front of it. Halted the move when a woman gave a strangled gasp then snapped her mouth sharply closed: took a firmer protective grasp on the small white fabric wrapped bundle in her arms. Like she saw Edge as a thief she had disturbed, was determined he should not steal her most precious possession.

	He thought she would have taken a frightened step backward, toppled off the sidewalk into the street, which had become a quagmire from the rain; but alarm at seeing him paralyzed her for stretched seconds.

	‘Ma’am?’ he said flatly, tipped his hat to her.

	She replied breathlessly as her eyes blinked rapidly against the soft light of the kerosene lamps in the saloon: ‘My, but you gave me a start.’

	Edge moved aside, held open one of the batwings from between them, invited: ‘You want to step inside, see how it finishes?’

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	SHE MADE UP her mind with just a moment’s hesitation, and after she entered the Ace of Spades Edge pushed out his head over the batwing he let swing closed behind her. Saw she had not arrived alone on the muddy and otherwise deserted length of San Cristobel’s only street worthy of the term.

	Fifty feet up the slope of Main Street to the west, a cut-under buggy with a single horse in the traces was parked tight to the sidewalk. So the woman had been able to step out and come down to the saloon without muddying her boots and the hem of her skirt, or getting wet from what remained on the lightly falling rain in the now still night air.

	He sensed rather than saw somebody sitting in the solid darkness beneath the roof of the buggy.

	‘What about your driver?’ he asked of the woman as she advanced toward the point along the bar where Chase stood. Her rigid gait showed that she had still not recovered from the shock of the way Edge opened the door just as she was trying to decide if she should enter the Ace of Spades.

	She paused in mid-stride, directed a fleeting glance over her shoulder at him, shook her head. ‘No. Joshua does not like to be indoors, thank you.’

	Edge glanced once more up the street, saw the buggy tilt on its springs as Joshua moved on the seat. The motion indicated the man was no lightweight.

	‘Welcome to the Ace of Spades, ma’am,’ Tom Chase greeted, struggling manfully to speak distinctly. But his voice was pitched too loud.

	Edge closed the door, did not bolt it.

	The bundle in the woman’s arms made a tiny whimpering sound, confirmed the half-breed’s guess it was a baby wrapped up in the thick covering of silk and lace. She slowly rocked the infant, made inarticulate soothing noises that served to quieten the whimpers. Then, as she remained in the center of the saloon, she surveyed her surroundings in a manner that plainly conveyed something less than admiration for what she saw. Edge thought both he and Chase were included in the disdainful appraisal.

	He also thought there was nothing much to learn about the woman’s build from the way a masculine-style coat enveloped her loosely from a high buttoned neck to midway down the skirt of her ankle length dress. But when she moved her head into a position that allowed him to see her features clearly again, albeit shaded by the broad brim of her low-crowned Stetson, he confirmed that she was no beauty, now the unflattering grimace of fear was gone from her face.

	‘Mary Poston is my name, Mr. Chase,’ she replied when she had completed her bleak-eyed survey of the place. ‘And I’d prefer to talk to you elsewhere, if that is possible? I do not feel comfortable in a saloon such as this.’

	Edge moved by her to go from the doorway to the table beside which his gear lay on the floor. And decided the impression he had gotten of the woman after the initial apprehension left her was wrong. She had seemed then to quickly take control of the situation. But now he thought she did not have a firm grip on anything while she worked to maintain a false front: was in danger of having the facade crack.

	He looked toward Tom Chase and saw the drunken man was still trying to sober himself up, was undecided how to respond to the woman whose attitude he surely thought was high handed in what was his domain.

	Then Chase met Edge’s gaze, saw something in the narrow slivers of ice blue he interpreted as a message. Managed to keep his voice evenly pitched when he said to Mary Poston: ‘That a baby you have there?’

	‘It is.’ She stopped rocking the infant now.

	‘I don’t allow minors in the saloon, ma’am, but there are a couple of rooms out back where I live and if—’

	‘I’d consider it a privilege to be allowed beyond the public area of your establishment, Mr. Chase.’

	‘Best to bolt the doors, Edge?’ Chase suggested. And hiccupped, missed the counter top when he tried to set down the empty glass on it. It fell to the floor, but did not shatter.

	Mary Poston glared at the one-armed man, then the empty bottle on the bar counter. Next the bottle on Edge’s table. Looked at Edge, back to Chase: her expression getting more rebuking by the moment. Finally asked in a severe voice that matched the look: ‘Are you drunk, Mr. Chase?’ He sighed, admitted: ‘I’d be lyin’ if I said I wasn’t, ma’am. But I’ve been drunker and that’s the truth, too.’

	Edge bolted the door without looking outside to see if a late night rush was developing in the night devoid now of storm.

	The woman complained: ‘You need a clear head to listen to what I want you to do.’

	‘Do, ma’am?’ Chase had been reaching up for one of the lamps, to turn it down. He was distracted by the fly again and swatted it, missed. ‘What I do is run the Ace of Spades saloon.’

	She looked reproachfully around the small, underpopulated saloon again, countered: ‘It appears you are not doing what you do very successfully, Mr. Chase. On tonight’s showing I think I can perhaps offer you, to do what I ask, more money for a few days’ work than you make in six months running the Ace of Spades.’

	The more convinced she became of Chase’s level of drunkenness, the more real self-control she seemed to gain behind the facade. She swung suddenly round to peer at Edge, who had now managed to pick his gear up off the floor before his attention was diverted.

	‘Or you, mister? You look to be the kind of man I’m looking for.’

	Edge told her: ‘I’m going to bed down. No disrespect intended, ma’am, but I’m not looking for any kind of woman to share my—’

	She cut in sharply: ‘I think I’m almost unshockable, mister. Not only do you seem the kind of man I’m looking for in the event Mr. Chase can’t help me. You also look the kind who could use the money.’

	‘I’ll believe you’re not easy to shock, ma’am,’ Edge told her as Chase cursed his lack of success with the simple task of turning down the lamp, abandoned the chore, swung to emerge from behind the end of the bar, went toward a door in the rear wall between the closed player piano and the cold stove. ‘But the rest doesn’t have to make you smart, too. Maybe I only look like I need money. I could be flush.’

	‘But you aren’t,’ she insisted.’

	He shrugged, admitted: ‘No, I’m not.’

	‘You want to follow me, ma’am?’ Tom Chase asked after he carefully opened the door, purposefully halted, cautiously turned to look back into the saloon: like he did not trust himself to be able to do all this plus talk as well. ‘Soon as I’ve lit the lamp in here?’

	He went through the doorway without waiting for an answer, banged into furniture, did some low-toned but vehement cursing.

	The woman, still rocking
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