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It has been nearly a year since we last heard from U.S Marshal Noah Randall. He and Melinda Brayton had just tied the knot and became husband and wife. At that time, they moved into a small rented bungalow in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Soon after, Noah made his appeal to the U.S. Marshal’s Office requesting permission to move his office from Albuquerque to Las Cruces, New Mexico. This way he and Melinda could live a little closer to her parent’s ranch located just outside of Las Cruces.

After nearly two months the U.S. Marshal’s Office finally approved Noah to move his office from Albuquerque to Las Cruces. They were pleased to hear that. Noah would be gone much of the time tracking down felons. He wanted Melinda to be closer to her family’s ranch. After the wedding he had taken a short time off for them to get settled into their new surroundings and then he was back on the job. Melinda still wasn’t thrilled with him being gone quite so much, but she knew it was all part of his job.

He quickly became involved in a search for four men suspected of robbing a Santa Fe train just outside Las Cruces. They had forced entry into the railway express car and taken a sizable amount of cash before taking cash and valuables from the passengers. During the robbery a railway conductor had been brutally beaten and two male passengers had been shot after refusing to hand over their cash. One passenger a gambler by trade had been wearing a money belt.

Sheriff Calhoun in Las Cruces was aware of these bandits. They had previously robbed two freight wagons enroute to Las Cruces some months back, killing a guard traveling with the wagons. The sheriff was able to give descriptions of the four men to Noah. The leader of the gang was a man named Gus Slater, a real vicious killer. He was a short stout man in his early thirties with a speech impediment that was more like an annoying stutter. He wore a handlebar mustache and full beard that hung near to mid chest. A real mean fella he was.

His younger brother was a member of the gang also. The two could have nearly passed for twins, except for the difference in their ages and Gus’s stutter. Clyde was three years younger at thirty years old. It was thought, the two remaining gang members might have been related too, but their descriptions were vague. They were described only as being much younger with unkempt appearances their names were Bo and Dexter. He learned from their earlier stints in jail, their last names and little else was known about them.

Unlike a previous case Noah had worked which took him north to Silver City. This time the Slater gang had eluded capture by Sheriff Calhoun, by fleeing across the border into Mexico. Of all the places they could have gone, Noah hated the idea of having to track them into Mexico. He had no real jurisdiction there, but still they needed to be found and brought back for justice to be served.

Noah packed a few essentials for the trip, then he and Melinda rode the short distance to her parents, ranch just a couple of miles south. She would stay with them, while Noah was away. He felt better knowing she would be staying with family. He hoped to only be away for a few days. If he didn’t find the gangs whereabouts in that length of time, he would head back home, he told her. After getting her settled in he said goodbye to her parents Paul and Mary then after kissing his wife and bidding her a somber good bye he mounted up and rode off.

He guessed the outlaws might have headed for the closest town south of the border, some forty miles distant, a place called Norte Vega. It was purely a guess on his part, but he had to start somewhere. There was also a small Spanish mission, his retired marshal friend in El Paso told him about. It was a bit closer, just across the border, a Spanish mission called Nuestro Dios or Our God. They might have chosen to go there? “Be careful and watch yourself. I have encountered some mean hombres there before,” he cautioned Noah.

As Noah rode along the unrelenting sun beat down on his backside it was going to be a warm trip that was sure. Sam had also mentioned a couple watering holes along the way, that was the best information he could impart, on him. The main trail appeared to be sparsely traveled, it wasn’t much more than some occasional rutted wagon tracks.

Noah whiled away the boring journey thinking about Melinda. She had created a very homey place for the two of them, but sad to say his Marshal duties had kept him away from home more than he liked. Mel had made their new home very comfortable and best of all, she could really cook and he was thankful for that, a man his size needed all the nourishment he could get.

When he had only gone but a short distance, he came upon two Mexican men, with a small two-wheel cart being drawn by a scrawny underfed mule. They didn’t seem very happy to see him, and appeared to be very wary of him and for good reason he found out. They said the day before, several men had detained them taking what little money and food they had, which amounted to some tortillas and beans and a few pieces of dried goat meat.

They gave him a description of the men as best they could recall. The men fit the description of the Slater’s. He was encouraged to hear that, he seemed to be going after the same men. The two Mexicans were headed for Las Cruces. He shared what little food he could with the hungry men. They thanked him for his kindness. When they spied his badge, they seemed to relax some. One Mexican who said his name was Alonso Dias, warned him where he was headed, the men there might bring him much unwanted trouble.

Noah was grateful they had warned him. He bid the men safe travel, then he continued in the direction he was headed. He hadn’t bothered to tell the Mexican’s; he was looking for the same men who had likely robbed them. It was nearing sundown when he spied the old mission just ahead. As he rode inside the walled enclave, he saw an abundance of carts and horses along with Mexican men and women scurrying about.

He dismounted and walked his horse across a courtyard with a large fountain. A large building just ahead, had a big cross out in front. As he approached it, a man dressed in a long flowing black robe stepped out from the building. Across the courtyard he could hear loud music begin to blare from another building a short distance away. A sign overhead said Alfredo’s Cantina. Several horses were tethered at a hitch rail in front of the Cantina.

Noah continued to walk toward the robed man. When they were but a few feet apart, the man gave him a welcome smile. “Hello there, I’m Padre Enrique Dominguez.” 

Noah offered his outstretched hand to him. “I’m Noah Randall, pleased to meet you Padre.” 

“Where are you headed my Son?” the padre asked. 

“I have an old friend in Norte Vega, who’s very sick, I’m sorry to say, I want to spend some time with him,” Noah lied.

“Sorry to hear about your friend, may God speed his recovery.” Then he made the sign of the cross. 

“Is there some place here, I can spend the night, a hotel and a café perhaps?” 

“I am sorry to say there is no hotel, but I do have a small room behind the sanctuary. I can offer you a bed, but not much else, I’m afraid.” 

“A bed would be much appreciated padre, thank you.” With that said, the padre motioned for him to follow him.

He followed the padre to a tiny room with nothing more than a door and a bed, no windows and it was dimly lit by a single candle. Beggars can’t be choosers, he thought to himself. Noah graciously accepted the room it was that or a stable. The padre smiled and nodded and then he swiftly departed. Noah had wanted to ask if any strangers had come to the mission in the past day or two, but better if he didn’t raise any questions about his reasons for being there for now.

Then the door abruptly opened and a small rather rotund woman entered, she was carrying an earthen pitcher of water and a drinking gourd, she set it on a short table sitting on the other side of the bed. As she turned to leave, he thanked her. She gave him a pleasant smile in return. “Thank you and your name is?” Noah asked. 

“My name is Maria Garcia. I am Padre Enriques housekeeper,” she said, then she shuffled out closing the door behind her.

He was hungry, his stomach let out an annoying growl. He had seen the cantina when he rode in, he hoped they might also serve food? He was getting more tired by the minute, but he decided no time like the present to find out. He pulled his gun and checked his loads, then holstered it. He would have to take care of his horse as well. When he walked out of the church, he didn’t see his horse? He looked about, then he felt a tug on his sleeve. 

A small boy maybe eight or nine was looking up at him, with big doe like brown eyes, the boy smiled. “Señor your horse is this way.” He led Noah to the stable, it was just behind the church. He saw his horse in a stall it had been unsaddled and had ample hay and water.

Noah could hardly believe his eyes; these folks were real accommodating and to a stranger too. He smiled at the boy and reached in his pocket to offer him a peso for his help, but the boy quickly ran off without saying another word. He was beside himself, hardly believing, how well he was being treated, it was totally unexpected.

He wondered just how accommodating the cantina might be? He was still curious after seeing those four horses tied out front at the hitch rail. There was no time like the present, he still needed to get a good meal, but he hadn’t seen a café since entering the mission. Reckon it was time to head over to the cantina and find out.

The cantina was bustling with activity, a throng of men of every race color and creed was milling about, with some standing elbow to elbow at a long mahogany bar. Noah stepped up to the bar and caught the barkeeps attention, he asked if there was someplace, he could get something to eat? 

The barkeep grinned and pointed to a door at the back. “Through there,” he said motioning and in good English, though he did appear to be Mexican himself. Noah tipped his hat and proceeded to walk to the back of the saloon.

He was about to reach for the door, when it abruptly opened and two men came out, one kind of pushing him aside as he passed by. His face was not familiar to Noah. These two were not the men he was wanting to find. The back room as it were, had several tables and most were in use. He spotted one having only one gent sitting at it. He walked up and asked if he could take a seat. The man looked up briefly at him, as he brushed his face with the back of his hand. Then went back to his plate of food. Noah took that as a yes and sat down.

Two Mexican women caught his attention, one came to his table. She was much younger than the other. Noah wondered if they might be mother and daughter? 

She asked what his pleasure was, spoken in good English. 

“Same as mine puta,” the man said, groping her backside. 

She gave him a hateful look. “Tonight, we have beef burros and beans,” she uttered, as the man turned loose of her. 

“That will do Señora and coffee.” He had seen the other man take a swig of coffee. She quickly brought him a cup as well.

Noah sat there looking around the room to see if he recognized any of the Slater gang, but to his disappointment, he saw no one. In short order, the other woman set a plate of food in front of him. It was sizzling hot, next she poured him a cup of coffee. Noah wondered why the younger woman hadn’t served him. His thoughts were interrupted when his table mate gave a loud belch, followed by a disgusting smell. Noah took a big gulp of the hot brew to mask the foul smell. It did help, then he proceeded to eat. The food was very good or perhaps he was just too hungry to care.

Then the man slowly got to his feet, never looking at Noah. He tossed ten centavos on the table and walked away. 

When Noah finished his plate of food, the older waitress returned with more coffee, she filled his cup and cast him a friendly smile. He didn’t know how much the supper cost? He hoped fifty cents would cover the cost, since now he only had U.S. currency. He laid the coins on the table and left the café.

He was feeling a little tired now that his belly was full. He decided to return to the church and try to get some sleep, he could start his search in earnest tomorrow. As he walked through the cantina, several men eyed him warily, he just kept walking. On his way out, the barkeep gave him a cursory wave and he returned the gesture.
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It was late, not near as many folks were in the big courtyard at this hour. The horses he had seen outside the cantina were gone now. He walked behind the church to the stable to check on his horse. His horse had ample food and water. Noah wondered if the boy had something to do with that? He stifled a big yawn, then swiftly headed back around to the front of the church.

Inside the church, was dark as pitch. Near the front a couple large candles burned casting an eerie glow on the altar. Noah, found his way and just beyond was the door to his tiny room. It was left ajar, someone had been inside, he was certain he had left it closed, when he went to the cantina. He pulled his gun and slowly pushed the door open. There lying asleep on a pallet beside his bed was the young boy who had taken care of his horse. He removed his hat then quietly pulled off his gun-belt and boots and tiptoed over to the bed and laid down. He listened; in the stillness he could hear a soft whimper coming from his roommate. He wondered if the boy might not be dreaming?

Noah lay there in the darkness thinking about Melinda until tiredness finally overtook him and he dozed off. He was awakened in the wee hours of the morning by the sounds of gunfire. He rose quickly from the bed, looking down, he saw the young boy, had slept through it all. Maybe he was accustomed to hearing such noises outside the church?

Noah slipped on his boots and opened his door a crack to peer out. He saw two ladies kneeling just the other side of the altar, as though they might be in prayer. He didn’t know what time it was with no windows to look out of. He fished in his pocket and pulled out his pocket watch. In the dim glow inside, he could barely see the dial, but with some difficulty he finally made out the time it was a quarter past five in the morning. A gust of warm air swept over him as he saw the front door of the church open and Padre Dominguez enter. He moved swiftly forward to join him. 

After they exchanged greetings, the padre said, “I trust you slept well? You are welcome to join us for some breakfast. My housekeeper has cooked some ham and eggs and coffee and you and Miguel are welcome to join us.”

“Miguel,” Noah repeated. 

“Yes, he is the boy in your room, did you not know?” 

“He didn’t give me his name last night padre. He tended to my horse then disappeared until...” 

“Yes, I know, he took it upon himself to join you for a good night’s rest in your quarters. I hope you didn’t mind; he can be a little forward in that regard,” the padre said. 

Noah was mystified that the padre knew where the boy had spent the night. “No, he was perfectly welcome to join me in your abode Padre.” 

“Well, it’s really the Lord’s house Marshal, we are all just merely guests here,” he said, in a manner of correcting Noah. 

Now Noah was really confused. “How did you know I was a U.S. Marshal?” 

The old padre grinned. “Actually, the boy told me. He said, he saw you drop this and he picked it up and kept it to tell me who you were, before he intended to return it to you.” With that said, the padre reached into a pocket in his robe and produced Noah’s tin star. “Luckily Miguel found it rather than one of those miscreants from the cantina. Seeing that badge might have gotten you much trouble.”

Noah couldn’t believe he had been so careless to drop his badge and not know it, but the padre was right, the last thing he wanted was for anyone to know who he was. He would have told the padre in good time. “So come, let’s go have some breakfast, the boy will follow when he wakes up.”

The padre led him to a small adobe house not far from the stable. His housekeeper had their table set with places for four, no doubt in anticipation of him and the boy joining them for breakfast. As they began to eat, the door suddenly flew open and in walked Miguel. The padre just laughed at his abrupt entry. “He knows when there’s food around, almost like a sixth sense, I guess,” Padre said, with a hearty chuckle as he reached out and tousled the boy’s hair. He is an orphan. His parents were robbed and killed by outlaws a few months back, now he is ours to care for.”

“So, tell me more about yourself Marshal,” the padre asked. “Well padre I would have told you who I was in due time, but I guess Miguel here beat me to it. I am U.S. Marshal Noah Randall, in charge of the New Mexico territories. I am here to track the whereabouts of four outlaws. They robbed a train just outside of Las Cruces and killed some decent folks. I have been sworn to bring them to justice, once I find them. I have a hunch they might be right here in our midst?” Noah said.

“Sad to say Marshal, they just might be here? We have attracted some unsavory human beings here in the past few years since I came to this sanctuary. It seems to many, a good place to hide out especially men running afoul of the law. If you have been in our cantina, you have likely already had a close brush with their kind.” 
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