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When Corporal Wes Crowley left the Rangers and Amarillo to find Mac, he was so engrossed with his quest that he seldom thought to check his back trail. 

For almost eighteen years, he had been both hunter and hunted, shooter and target. Somehow, because of his job, all of that seemed right. But when he left the Rangers, he also left behind the sense that he was fair game. 

He never noticed the rough-hewn man who followed him. 

Ross Freeman had never forgotten the Ranger belittling him in front of a much younger accomplice. He had never forgotten the Ranger shoving a gun in his ribs and ordering him to shut up when all he was trying to do was save face. And he had never forgotten the Ranger laying the barrel of that Colt alongside his head to knock him out when he continued talking.

He had served four long years in that hot Texas prison for attempted bank robbery while his young accomplice went scott-free. And it was all because of that damn Ranger.

After Freeman’s release from prison, he kept tabs on Crowley for well over a year. But he seemed never able to catch the Ranger out by himself. There was always another Ranger around, usually that big guy who seemed to be his partner. And after that one disappeared, several others took turns keeping Crowley company, most often in twos and threes. 

But finally Crowley had decided to leave the Rangers and Amarillo. 

And Ross Freeman was determined to exact his revenge. 

He followed the Ranger— the ex-Ranger— through various towns in New Mexico Territory. He stayed the longest in the burgeoning rail head of Las Cruces. After a time, Freeman himself considered staying there. The valley that lay along the broad Rio Grande river was inviting. 

Then Wes set out to the south. 

The whole way from Amarillo to Las Cruces, Freeman never had a clear opportunity to bushwhack the former lawman. At least that’s what he told himself. He’d seen the man in action. He knew how quick he was, and how deadly. But shooting him in the back shouldn’t present a problem, should it?

But he had given it a lot of thought. Wasn’t shooting a rival in the back beneath him? After all, he had ridden with the likes of Francisco Paco Messina, probably the greatest Comanchero who ever lived. He had broken bread with many leaders of the great Comanche Nation itself. It wouldn’t do for him to lower himself to such a base action as shooting his arch enemy in the back. 

Perhaps he could find an accomplice or two and let them get rid of Crowley. It was the two birds with one stone thing. He could give a fellow traveler or two on the other side of the law a chance for a step up in reputation by allowing them to murder a Texas Ranger. At the same time, the most stubborn thorn in his side would be relieved. It was a win-win. 

He followed his intended victim around El Paso for a week. Finally, at the close of the eighth day, he got lucky. He was sitting in a table near the back door in the Rio Grande Saloon when Crowley came in through the front. Then the lawman played his hand in public. 

At first Wes engaged in a protracted lie-swapping conversation, the kind that made smart-alecks like him seem wise. 

Later, a little deeper in his cups, he bragged for at least an hour about searching for his errant friend. He even called Mac his brother. At it looked like the dupes he was talking to actually bought it. 

Finally, so drunk that he shouldn’t have been able to walk, he not only remained upright. He also offered a cogent argument why the other men present should say whether they had seen Mac anywhere. It was actually a pretty convincing presentation. 

But none of the men offered him so much as a lead, and Freeman thought that would be that. Crowley would sleep it off and start again the following morning. Probably he would head for Mexico.

But that isn’t what happened. 

As luck would have it, Crowley announced that he was leaving, although Freeman didn’t hear the destination. He looked at the two young Mexican men standing near the end of the bar. He gestured to them.

One looked over. He glanced at his friend and said something snide about “el gringo,” then sauntered over to Freeman’s table. “Sí señor? How may I help you? I am not a waiter, you know.” He looked back at his friend and laughed. 

Freeman ignored the foolishness. “Quieres ganar algo de dinero? You want to make some money?”

The Mexican man looked over his shoulder and gestured with his chin to his friend. “Ven aqui. C’mere.”

When the other man joined his friend, Freeman nodded toward the other end of the bar. “See that shorter gringo over there talking to the big guy?”

The first man nodded. “Ah, sí, sí.” 

“He’s leaving soon. When he does, I want you to follow him, comprende?”

“Sí. I know the English pretty good.” 

“Okay, look. Figure out where he’s going. Then ambush him and kill him. Comprende? Can you do that?”

The older one had sneered. “Could your mother give birth to an ugly child? Cuánto?” 

Freeman ignored the smear. “You tell me.”

He looked at his friend, then turned back to Freeman. “One hundred pesos. Each.”

Close to fifty dollars, all in. “Deal.” He searched through his shirt pocket and handed each man a twenty peso coin. “When it’s done, meet me back here tomorrow and I’ll give you the rest.” 

“No, señor. We want half.”

“Then the deal is off.” He stuck out his hand. “I’ll have my coins back.”

The slightly taller Mexican man folded his fist tightly over his coin and looked at the other one. He said something in Spanish. 

The shorter one nodded, and the taller one turned back to Freeman. “We will do it. But if you are not here tomorrow, we will do the same to you.”

Freeman almost laughed, but he held it in. He’d be lucky if these two didn’t shoot each other and miss Crowley altogether. He nodded. “You’ll get the balance tomorrow. Bring me his revolver as proof.”

The older one looked at him for a moment, then nodded. The two of them went back to their place at the end of the bar to finish their cervezas. When they were done, they walked around the edge of the small crowd that had gathered around the two gringos. From there, they went out the front door to wait.

Crowley left a few minutes later.

And it was as if the Ranger walked outside and disappeared.

That was also the last time Freeman saw the Mexicans. 

They failed to come back the next day, or the next. On the third day, he realized he had lost his quarry. Crowley had ridden south. Freeman was certain of it. And Mexico was a huge country. 

The following morning, he headed back to Las Cruces, then angled across the Territory for the Texas panhandle. 

Over the next four years Freeman thought of Crowley off and on. Anytime he saw a person who fit the general body style— a slight, wiry built on a short frame— he took a second look. 

But from what he could tell, Crowley never had returned to the panhandle. 

* * * * *
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Information has a strange way of settling where fate needs a boost. 

One evening in a saloon in Abilene, Ross Freeman was sitting in on a poker game when three young vaqueros came through the door talking and laughing. They went straight to the bar. One of them yelled, “Bartender! You here?”

The bartender looked up from a conversation near the far end of the bar. “Be right with you.” 

The one who had yelled laughed. “Yeah, hey, that might be a good idea. My friends and me, we are thirsty, man.” Then the same man turned to one of his friends. “Juan, you might be right. I ain’t sayin’ you aren’t. But you have to admit, it is hard to believe such a thing. I mean, if such a thing can be true, Guerrero ain’t never gonna be the same.”

Guerrero? Freeman automatically tuned in to any conversations about Mexico, in part because some rumors said Crowley had headed in that direction. Still, he had paid attention to dozens of those conversations without having picked up so much as a single lead.

He returned most of his attention to the game. But he tuned out the undercurrent of noise in the saloon so he could keep up with snippets of the conversation anyway.

Juan looked at the guy who had slapped the bar. “To me it sounded like the guy was tellin’ the truth.”

The third man said, “I don’t know. It don’t sound right to me, you know? I mean, I don’t think the governor of a state can set up his own little private army. Might make the federales nervous, you know? Much less putting a gringo in charge, eh?”

Freeman’s interest piqued.

Juan said, “Yeah, but it wasn’t like a whole army, Pablo. There was only, what, like twenty guys or somethin’ for the whole state?”

The bartender came up. “What can I get for you fine gentlemen?” 

Juan nudged his friend. “Hey Jorge, you’re a gentleman now.” He laughed.

Jorge lightly shoved Juan away and looked at the bartender. “A bottle of your best whiskey and tres cervezas, por favor.” He dropped a few coins on the bar, then turned to look at Pablo. “It wasn’t an army, man.”

“Comin’ right up,” the bartender said, and bent down. A moment later he straightened and set a bottle and three small glasses on the bar. Then he turned away. “I’ll get your beers.”

Jorge nodded toward the bartender, then looked at Pablo again. “Like Juan said, it was only about twenty guys or somethin’ like that. But that don’t matter anyway. He put a gringo in charge, man. An’ what’d he call them? The Guerrero something.”

Juan said, “The Rangers. He called them the Guerrero Rangers.”

Pablo said, “Oh yeah, yeah. Yeah, that’s right. I heard about that too. He made a group called the Guerrero Rangers, an’ then he put a gringo in charge.”

The bartender was back. He set three mugs of beer on the bar and scooped the coins into his hand.

Jorge picked up one of the mugs. “That’s the part I don’t believe, man. No Mexican governor’s gonna put no gringo in charge of somethin’ like that.” He sipped at his cerveza.

Juan laughed. “If I was you, Jorge, I’d look around before I said ‘gringo’ very loud, just in case he’s around. I think you don’t wanna piss him off. I heard he used to throw banditos off Los Acantilados Sagrados up at Tres Caballos.” He flapped his arms for a moment. “And none of them knew how to fly.” 

He laughed again as he uncorked the bottle and poured three fingers of whiskey. He downed about half the whiskey, then sipped his beer.

Pablo picked up the third mug and sipped. “Nah, I’m pretty sure he did it. Named the gringo el capitan, I mean. I think he did it because he was in the Texas Rangers with the man for awhile.” He sipped again. “At least that’s what I heard.”

Jorge frowned. “Who?”

“El gubernador himself, señor Rodolfo Saenz. He was a Texas Ranger for awhile. With the gringo.” He shrugged. “What I heard.”

Freeman looked up. Saenz? Wasn’t there a Saenz who was a Ranger for awhile? He was in the Amarillo outfit, too. Wasn’t he? 

It seemed right. He couldn’t be sure, but no way could this all be a coincidence. 

Why won’t one of them say his name? If one of them said the man’s name was Crowley— well, that would set the rest of his life in motion. 

In a distinctive southern accent, the man across the table from Freeman said, “Pardon me, Mister...?”

Freeman looked around, a frown on his face. “Oh, sorry. Freeman. My name’s Freeman.”

The southern man smiled broadly and extended his hand across the table. As they shook, he said, “Aramis Dotrive. Pleased to meet you, I’m sure. Are you still in the game, sir, or is it your intention to forfeit?”

Freeman frowned. “Oh. Was it my turn again already?”

“Indeed.” Dotrive nodded demurely. “Yours to call, raise or fold, sir. The cost is three dollars gold.”

Freeman fumbled with his money for a moment, then pushed some toward the center of the table. “Yeah, yeah. Call.” He glanced at his cards, then added money to the pot. “And I raise you two dollars.”

The man to his right folded. “Too rich for me. I’m callin’ it a night, gents.” And he stood and took his jacket from the back of his chair.

The man to his right folded as well. “I’m out too. I might sit in again later if you keep going. I need a break.” He laughed lightly. “And maybe some more money.” He stood as well and took his leave. 

That left only Mr. Dotrive and one man to his right.

Dotrive was dressed in a ruffled shirt and a dark suitcoat. His flat-brimmed hat dangled at his back by a strap around his throat, revealing a full head of red hair. He leaned back in his chair and fanned open his cards, keeping close to his chest. He looked at them for a moment, then laid them face down and added three dollars to the pot. “I believe I will call and raise you a dollar.”

The man to Dotrive’s right folded his hand. He turned up his glass, although it had been empty for the past half-hour. He said, “I’m done.” Then he scooted his chair back, got up and staggered out through the front door.

At the bar, Jorge said, “So the gringo was a Texas Ranger too? Is that what you’re saying?”

Pablo nodded. “Oh sí, and both of them were Rangers at the same time. North of here, I think, up in Amarillo.”

In Amarillo? That ties it.

Dotrive rapped the table lightly with his knuckles. “Mr. Freeman?”

Freeman looked around.

Mr. Dotrive was staring at him.

He arched his eyebrows. “I’m sorry?”

“I called, sir, and I raised you a dollar. Everyone else has left the game. It appears where we go from here is up to you.”

Freeman tossed a dollar coin into the pile in the center of the table. “Call.” Then he fanned his cards open and dropped them on the table, face up, as he looked toward the bar. He had a pair of twos, king high. “Pretty sure I lose. Deal me out for one hand, would you?” 

Dotrive leaned forward and pulled the coins and bills into the pile in front of him. He separated out the bills, folded them, and stuffed them into the inside pocket on his coat. Then he began stacking the coins in neat piles. 

Jorge said, “Well, it don’t matter. Bein’ a Ranger in Texas doesn’t mean he would make a good Ranger in Guerrero. Things are different there, sí o no?”

Pablo nodded. “That is true enough.” He turned to Juan. “I did not hear that he threw people from the cliffs. But I did hear that he deposed the judge who used to send people to their deaths off of Los Acantilados. Then again, one tale probably is as false as the other.”

Juan said, “Oh sí. I also heard he married the most beautiful woman in all of Mexico. Her skin is of the sea itself, with the texture of the softest wave and the color of coral. And they live in a castle on a bluff overlooking the sea.” 

He laughed again. “The more we talk, the more it all sounds like fantasy. Of course, the stories I heard came from a bartender who fancied himself a storyteller.”

Pablo laughed. “Mine too. His name was Juan-Carlos. That was in Agua Perlado.”

Juan said, “That was the name of my storyteller as well, and he also was in Agua Perlado!” He shook his head. “How did we not meet there?”

“The ship I was on had put in for overnight. They have a special cantina there just for the fishermen. Did you know that? But I didn’t want to listen to anymore tales of sea monsters so I went into town. My storyteller also was the owner of the main cantina.” 

He thought for a moment, then nodded. “I remember now. Sepulveda. That was his name. Juan-Carlos Sepulveda. His woman makes a mean pot of beans.” 

Juan grinned. “Yes, that is one and the same right down to the woman and the beans. Josefina was her name. She reminded me of everybody’s mother. Youngish, but melted all around her edges in a pleasant way.” He paused. “Say, do you know the Tres Cruces ranch south of there?”

Pablo shook his head. “No, no. But I wasn’t looking for a job at the time. The next time I chased a cow it was a horse and it was far away from Guerrero. Between you and me, I wouldn’t care if I never saw another cow.”

Jorge said, “So both of you were in Agua Perlado? I was there at one time too, but I don’t recall any such stories. I mean, there were stories in the cantina, and I think from the same man. But no stories about these Guerrero Rangers or gringos flinging people from cliffs. Of course, that was several years ago for me.”

Juan said, “I was there not quite a year ago.”

Pablo said, “For me it was six months.” He looked at Juan. “Did the storyteller ever say the name of el capitan de los Guerrero Rangers? I don’t remember.”

“Oh sí. It was an odd name. I think it was something something Western. Or maybe Western something something. That’s it! It was Western Z—”

The batwings burst open and four men barged in. The large man in the center had a grip on the upper arm of a smaller man. He bellowed, “All right, stable boy. Where is he?”

The man on the right pointed at the back of Dotrive’s chair. “There he is, Jake! I’d know that frilly bastard anywhere.”

Frowning, Freeman looked around to see what the commotion was about. 

The slim young man pointed toward Freeman’s table with a trembling hand. “Th-there. Right there. See?”

Jake yelled, “Dotrive!” and shoved the younger man aside. A wicked sneer crossed his face. He drew his revolver and fired.

The smaller man flung himself over the bar. 

Dotrive started at the sound of his name. As he tried to stand his boot heel caught on a nail in the floor. He tripped and his chair toppled to one side as he spun out of it to the left. 

Jake’s bullet passed over him. A chunk of wood flew from the side of a post deeper in the saloon. 

Still off balance, Dotrive reached for his Colt. 

Freeman stood, drew and fired. 

Another gun exploded somewhere to his left. 

Freeman’s bullet caught the big man just below the throat and a second one hit him in the right side of the chest. His revolver clattered away over the bar as he flailed onto his back.

Freeman fired a second shot, this one at the man on the right, then cast a quick glance toward the bar. 

The Mexican named Jorge had fired the other shot that hit the first man. The other two hadn’t drawn their weapons. They were drinking beer as if nothing was going on.

Freeman’s second bullet hit the man on the right in the solar plexus. 

The man sighed with a rush of air and sat down hard on the floor, his right hand still on his revolver, which had barely cleared leather.

Dotrive fired just as the Mexican fired again. 

The Mexican’s bullet hit the man on the left alongside about an inch to the left of the center of his chest. Dotrive’s hit alongside it. 

The man was flung hard around to the left and fell face down across a table before slumping to the floor.

Freeman’s Remington exploded for a third time. The bullet hit the second man just above the right eye, knocking him to his back.

The whole thing lasted less than five seconds. 

Freeman looked at the Mexican man again, his Remington cocked and almost leveled. 

Jorge had already holstered his weapon. He grinned and nodded.

Freeman lowered the hammer on his Remington and holstered it as well, then turned back to his table. He looked at Dotrive. “You all right?”

Aramis Dotrive had holstered his Colt. He was calmly brushing dust off his coat sleeves. “None the worse for wear. Thanks in part to you.” He glanced past Freeman. “And to the young man at the bar.” He raised his right hand and gestured toward Jorge. “Gracias, señor. Muchas gracias.”

Jorge lifted his whiskey glass. “De nada, señor.”

Dotrive gestured to the bartender. “Another bottle, please, and all the cervezas they want. On me.”

The bartender nodded.

Toward the front door, the little man who had accompanied the gunmen into the saloon was just going around the end of the bar.

“Oh hell no.” Freeman drew his Remington and started toward that end of the bar. “You! Hold on there.”

The man froze, his right hand still on the end of the bar. “I ain’t armed or nothin’, mister. An’ I didn’t mean no harm.”

“Yeah, well. Just hold on.” Freeman glanced over his shoulder. “Mr. Dotrive, you know this guy?”

“Indeed. That is William, I believe. He runs the livery stable.”

Freeman looked at the man. “That true?”

“Yes. Yes sir.”

“So how’d you come to point out my friend to those men?”

“They— they said they knew where I lived, mister. They said they’d kill my wife. She’s pregnant with our first. I couldn’t. I- I just couldn’t.” He leaned a bit and looked past Freeman at Dotrive. “Awful sorry, Mr. Dotrive. Awful sorry.”

By then Dotrive had almost reached them. He stopped beside Freeman. “You can put your gun away, Mr. Freeman. I assure you, this young man means no harm.” He looked at the younger man. “It’s all right, William. I am certain that, given the appropriate weaponry, you would have defended me from the hordes of Genghis Khan himself.”

William nodded. “Yes sir. Yes sir, I sure would.”

Freeman frowned. “Who?”

Dotrive said, “Genghis Khan. He was a bad man. Had his own hordes and everything.”

“Ah.”

Dotrive looked at William again. “Go, William, and give our best to your wife.”

“Yes sir.” And he released the bar and raced through the batwings.

A half-smile tugged at one corner of Dotrive’s mouth. “Thank you, Mr. Freeman. You are a scholar and a gentleman and certainly a good judge of whom to shoot and how quickly to shoot them.”

Freeman shook his head as he turned toward their table. “You sure do talk funny.”

Dotrive laughed and fell in beside him. 

Freeman looked at him. “You’re no slouch with a gun either. You never missed by more than an inch, did you?”

They began walking back to the table. “I never miss, period. In my profession perfection is a necessity.”

“Ah. And any idea why those men wanted you?” 

“Yes. I’m a specialist, Mr. Freeman.” A slight smirk crossed Dotrive’s face. “I remove annoying people. For money. Apparently I removed an annoyance that those men didn’t want removed.” Back at the table, he sat down and began gathering the cards into a deck. 
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