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At a little before 10 a.m. on Saturday morning in the church in Agua Perlado, Western Z Crowley stood on the dais and gripped the sides of the podium so hard his trim, 5”8” frame trembled and his knuckles turned white. In his left hand, between his fingers and that side of the podium, he clenched the brim of his hat.

He hadn’t shaved. Hadn’t thought of it. As a result, a three-day growth of white bristle on his cheeks and chin complemented the thick white moustache that draped over the corners of his mouth. He hadn’t thought to trim that either.

The scents of dozens of freshly cut flowers, acacias among them—Coralín’s favorite—wafted up to him. Those scents were lightly tinted with the oily smell of the flames flickering in several sconces to either side of the double doors at the front of the church.

Before him lay the cherrywood coffin that held the body of his wife of twenty-one years: his beloved Coralín Martinez de Silva Crowley. She hadn’t quite attained her 50th birthday.

On the other side of the coffin were dozens of pews and hundreds of mourners. Every seat was filled, every eye welling with tears. The men sat stiffly, occasionally moving a curt hand to wipe at their eyes. The women held handkerchiefs near their eyes or at the ready in their laps.

In the back pew of the sanctuary on the right side, there was the rail-thin Abregón Reyes, the son of the alcalde and the seasoned marshal of Agua Perlado. Seated next to him was his young wife, Sylvia, vibrant and trim in a black dress with her pale skin and long, coal-black hair. Next to her were two of the marshal’s deputies, Juan Carillo and Ignacio Herrerra, the former even thinner and a little shorter than Abregón and the latter also shorter but stocky as a side of beef. Next to them were the marshals and their wives, respectively, of Caleta Escondida and Rio Ondulado to the north and northeast, and Bahia Pacifica to the southeast. 

Wes met Abregón’s gaze and nodded almost imperceptibly.

Another of Reyes’ deputies had remained at the office to deal with whatever came up. Another was posted outside, as requested by the marshal himself as a sign of respect for Wes.

The middle-aged and rotund Jorgé-Luís Garcia, the alcalde of Agua Perlado, was in the next pew along with his wife. Next to her was the governor’s wife, then Gobernador Rodolfo “Rudy” Saenz and his wife. Then future-governor Saenz had first met Wes when Saenz joined the Texas Rangers as a young man some thirty years earlier. 

The wife and daughter of the president of Mexico sat to the other side of the governor’s wife. The president himself had sent his condolences and his regrets along with them. “If this had been at any other time,” his wife had said yesterday, “he would have been here.”

If it had been at any other time, it might not have been at all. Wes might have been around to stop it. As it was, when the attack came he was at the headquarters of Los Guerreros del Estado de Guerrero­­—The Guerrero Rangers—on land donated by Roberto Carillo of the Tres Cruces ranch. 

But Wes nodded and forced a smile. Then he said, “Yes ma’am. I understand, and thank you.” 

Across the aisle was Taylor “Tug” O’Reilly, the captain of Los Guerreros. He was accompanied by his wife and two sons. Beside Tug’s younger son sat Sergeant Iván Gutierrez of Los Guerreros. The rest of that pew, the pew in front of it, and the one across the aisle to the right held the corporals from the four districts, their wives and some children, and several other Guerrero Rangers. 

Wes himself had trained many of those men, including the governor. And most of them, at one time or another, had known the hospitality of Wes’ home and of his beautiful wife and friend, Coralín. 

He scanned forward from there, then back across the sanctuary, nodding occasionally. There were the owner of the livery stable, José Salinas, and his wife. José was one of the first people Wes had met when he came to Agua Perlado all those years ago. Next to José’s wife were their three sons and two daughters, then Rodolfo Flores, the owner of the local general store, and his family. 

Of course, Juan-Carlos Sepulveda, the middle-aged, stocky proprietor of the Agua Perlado Cantina and keeper of the tales, was in attendance with his wife, Josefina, a plump, matronly woman whose ambition seemed to be to mother everyone she met. 

There were also sailors from the three fishing fleets, many with their wives or girlfriends. 

Everyone was here, it seemed. Probably all the houses in the town were empty. 

And there were vaqueros from the two major nearby ranches. 

The bartender and proprietor of the Vaqueros Cantina southeast of town and the Fisherman’s Wharf Cantina on the bay were there as well, along with their wives and families. And a lot of other people whom Wes didn’t know personally, but was sure he’d seen at one time or another.

It was almost overwhelming. 

Wes intentionally avoided looking at the first two rows of pews, where his family was gathered. In the center of the front row were his children. His tall, broad-shouldered son Miguel in his suit and his beautiful, bright-eyed daughter Mari—Marisol Elena—in her black dress and veil. Like her mother, she was petite, but a force to be reckoned with. Miguel would be twenty-one on his next birthday. Mari had recently turned nineteen. They were both home from college in Mexico City.

In the pew behind Miguel and Mari was Wes’ brother-in-law, Miguel, his two boys and his daughter, Juan, José and Maria, and then his wife, Carmen. Next to her was Wes’ sister-in-law, Maria Elena, and her special woman friend.

That Coralín was gone was bad enough. All of these good people would have turned out to pay their respects regardless of the circumstances. 

But she was murdered in her own home in the dead of an otherwise peaceful Agua Perlado night.

The killers had approached the house under cover of darkness. Wes suspected they knew, somehow, that both he and Coralín’s brother Miguel were away.

And when the deed was done, those same men had fled like the despicable cowards they were.

Wes shuddered at the thought of those men. He shouldn’t have allowed them into his mind in this sanctuary. Coralín would tell him the church was no place to harbor hatred. And he supposed she was right. Besides, there would be time enough later for that. For now, he had to deliver a eulogy. Coralín deserved a good eulogy.

He looked out over the crowd again.

Someone, maybe the priest, had advised him to focus on the heavy double doors set in the whitewashed adobe wall at the front of the church. That was a sure way, he said, to avoid being overcome with emotion. 

But the doors were of a dark, rich wood. Mahogany maybe? He’d never looked at them closely. Not that he would know mahogany from oak unless he happened to overhear someone talking about them. And it didn’t matter anyway. He didn’t want to look at the doors. 

They reminded him too much of the beautiful, dark cherrywood coffin in front of the dais. 

Just as the gentle scent of the flowers that covered the coffin reminded him of the tender soul inside.

Still, it was what it was, that’s all. He had to do the best he could.

He sighed, gripped the podium even harder, then swept his right arm over the crowd and began. “You—you overwhelm me, my friends. I’ll be brief. The only one who could really explain what’s in my heart—well, she’s lying there in that box.” He paused. “Mi Coralín—” His voice caught in his throat for a moment. 

He looked down to gather himself, then looked up again. “Mi Coralín was—is—the love of my life.” He put one hand to his chest. “Ella es mi corazón. She is my heart. She gave me my heart.” He paused again. 

“See, Coralín—she taught me to dream. She taught me to always watch the horizon. To watch for new and wonderful things. She taught me that magic is real. And that what seems real is often of no importance at all.”

Again he paused. Again he looked over the audience, the dozens of years of friendship gathered there, one to another and back, all mixed in, and the hundreds of years of experience. The hundreds of years of life. “But more than anything else, she taught me this: It’s always better to be who you are than to let yourself become someone else.”

He shifted his gaze to the front pew, to his son and daughter. 

Their eyes said they knew. Their eyes said they would never forget. 

He looked out over the audience again. “So now I have to leave to do my job. To be who I am. Coralín would understand, maybe even better than I do.” He nodded. “I thank you all for coming. Coralín loved you all.”

He paused and nodded again, then released the podium and glanced back at the priest. He nodded yet again, said, “Well,” then crossed the dais and descended the stairs.

He walked to the center of the front pew as everyone expected. 

But instead of turning and taking a seat, he crouched and caressed his daughter Mari on the cheek. 

She clasped his hand tightly to her cheek for a moment, then released it.

He nodded at her, then shifted position. He caressed Miguel’s cheek, then patted it lightly. 

Quietly, Miguel said, “I love you, Papá.”

Wes nodded again, patted Miguel on the shoulder, then straightened and turned away.

He approached the coffin. His hat in his hands before him at his waist, he looked for a moment at his beloved Coralín. Then, as if he suddenly remembered he shouldn’t be carrying his hat in the sanctuary, he whipped it behind his back. 

“Well,” he said, then bent to kiss her gently on the forehead. When he straightened again, he tenderly stroked her hair with his right hand. He whispered, “I can’t make this right, mi Coralín. But as god is my witness, I will avenge you.” 

Then he stepped back, turned and strode quickly up the aisle. As he went, he put on his hat.

When he reached the double doors, he shoved the right one open.

The deputy on the porch looked up from his chair. He frowned as he stood. “Capitan?”

But Wes didn’t look at him. “It’s all right.”

It was a little after 10 a.m.

A crowd of at least two hundred men, women and children were gathered in the hot, dusty street in front of the church. The men quickly removed their hats and gripped the hands of their women as they looked on sadly.

But Wes didn’t look at them either. 

He crossed the porch toward Vuelo, his horse. 

His blanket roll and heavy coat were attached to the back of the saddle. Four full canteens hung from the pommel by latigo straps. His Winchester carbine, in its scabbard, was slung along the right side of the saddle. Attached to the scabbard with latigo loops fashioned by Coralín herself, was his double-barrel 10-gauge Greener shotgun. His saddle bags were packed with jerked pork and beef, hardtack biscuits and tortillas, and extra ammunition for his Colts, the carbine and the shotgun. In the bottom of one saddlebag, he carried an extra pair of pants and two shirts.

He freed the reins from the hitching rail, then mounted and carefully turned the animal around. 

Dust flew up as Vuelo shifted his hooves. 

As the crowd parted, Wes turned the horse northwest and headed out of town as if he was going home. But he wasn’t. 

His quarry was farther north. 

He knew all of their names. 

And he knew exactly where to find them.

Texas.
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Some of the men Wes was after were known to him. He’d recognized their names from the list the killer had left for him in his house. He hadn’t met any of them that he remembered, but he’d seen a few of the names on wanted posters or heard them mentioned in talks with other Rangers, marshals, sheriffs and deputies in Texas.

The first name on the list was Raymond Cleve Talbot. Wes didn’t know him personally either, but he knew the family. Unless he missed his guess, this Talbot would be a kid, only slightly older than Miguel at 22, maybe 23 years old. Wes had done the man he suspected was the boy’s father the favor of not killing him around thirty years ago. If he hadn’t, this particular Talbot wouldn’t even be here. 

The next two names on the list were Cole Jackson, Simon "Slick" Porter—both real outlaws and dangerous men—and a second man named Porter: Marley, probably Simon’s brother. Then there was Bradley Clark and Cecil Smiley. And finally Dane Ferguson, another real outlaw. That rounded out the lot. 

Talbot, the first name on the list, was probably also the killer. The Talbots didn’t seem to know a favor from a slight. Or their asses from a hole in the ground, for that matter. The names of Cole Jackson, Simon Porter and Dane Ferguson also rang a bell, but faintly. To the best of his recollection, he’d never heard of Marley Porter, Bradley Clark or Cecil Smiley at all. 

But before this ride was over, they damned well would have heard of him. Every last one of them. 

Texas was a month or more away. Wes had made the trip before, but in the other direction and for a different reason. He would be patient. No matter what, he would find those men. It was the singular focus of what remained of his life.

He would find them, he would call them out, and he would ride straight through them. He held no illusions. Seven on one were long odds. But every one of them would die or be mortally wounded before they cut him down. They would know what Hell looked like in two views: coming at them with no chance to get out of the way, and right in the middle of them. That much was certain. God and Coralín had his word on it.

As to the rest—well, if he did survive, he would have a decision to make: either return to Agua Perlado to live out the rest of his days without his beloved Coralín, or to head on north. Maybe to the new port up at San Diego. He’d always wanted to go to sea. With the passing of the western frontier, it was about all that was left for a man who needed adventure. And maybe he could sail far enough away to leave the pain behind. Maybe.

But that decision would come a month or more down the road. If he survived. Until then he had no other concerns, no other worries, and all the time in the world. 

*
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But Wes needn’t have been so patient. 

Though they’d started in that direction, the men on the list weren’t in Texas. And most of them weren’t even headed that way. 

*
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In the pre-dawn hours of Friday morning, in a camp in the mountains northeast of Tres Caballos, Raymond Cleve Talbot, the original leader of the ill-fated group, was undone.

The events of Tuesday night in the hacienda outside Agua Perlado left a bad taste in Simon Porter’s mouth. Porter was a large, slope-shouldered man. His face was broad, weathered and covered with freckles from years in the sun. His copper-red hair was close-cropped and curly, and he stood close to 6’2”. He was a hardened outlaw, but he’d long ago figured out there was a right way to do things, and a wrong way. As a result, he had come to a decision. 

Shortly after midnight, he led three horses out of camp. When he’d staged them a good distance away, he stole back into camp and woke his brother Marley and the two younger men, Bradley Clark and Cecil Smiley. 

Marley Porter was a larger version of his brother overall, though his face was younger and less-experienced, the look in his eyes that of a simple child. Both Bradley Clark and Cecil Smiley were skinny. Both had a sense of innocence about them, though some of that had worn off during this trip. Bradley stood 5’9” and Cecil an inch shorter. Before they’d fallen in with Talbot, neither had much experience at anything other than looking for something to get into. 

Porter had the three men gather their saddles and other gear, then led them out of the camp as well. 

When they reached the horses, he issued instructions. Marley would return to their mother and the family farm in Texas. The other men could go wherever they wanted to. That was none of Simon’s concern. But he advised them to keep their heads low and ride like the devil himself was after them. “Because at the moment, he is,” he said. “And you shouldn’t have to pay for Talbot’s cowardice.”

Wide-eyed, both nodded. Neither made a response. 

That alone reassured Porter this was the right thing to do. Finally he said goodbye to his brother, then told them all to saddle up. 

He remained in the woods, thinking, long after his brother and the two boys were well on their way. Maybe he should just throttle Talbot where he lay. Or maybe cut him, then leave him for the wolves and big cats that roamed these mountains. Then he, Ferguson and Jackson could continue on to Texas, go their separate ways or whatever. 

But that wouldn’t end anything, and it wouldn’t safeguard his brother or the two kids. From what he’d heard about Wes Crowley, it would only postpone the inevitable.

Finally, his decision made, he strode back into the camp. 

*
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As Porter came into the camp none too quietly, Dane Ferguson looked up from where he lay, his head on his saddle for a pillow, his feet near a bristling campfire. He hadn’t slept either, and he’d seen Simon lead away the shadowy string of horses and then the other men a couple of hours earlier.

Now, noting the look on Porter’s face reflected in the light from the campfire, he sat up. Simon looked angry, and he was coming across the camp at a pretty determined clip.

Thinking Porter was coming toward him, Ferguson got up. He was almost as large as Porter, but with square shoulders and smaller around the waist. He was the kind of man women found handsome, with a square jaw, grey eyes, and wavy black hair that he kept trimmed with a skinning knife. It extended a few inches below the brim of his hat. 

He shaved with the same knife when he had a need, but at the moment he had the start of a beard with two week’s stubble on his face. He was careful to hold his hands well out to his sides, showing Porter he wasn’t interested in going for his gun. Then he realized he wasn’t Porter’s focus. 

Porter was headed for Talbot.

As Simon approached, Dane grabbed his arm, but loosely. 

Simon stopped, jerked his arm away and glared at Ferguson. “What?” The air was just cold enough that his breath formed in front of his face as he spoke.

Quietly, Ferguson said, “Nothin’. I thought I heard horses is all. Did you send those boys away?”

Simon nodded. He sounded annoyed, his voice tinged with sarcasm, as if his last nerve was standing on end. “Yeah, Dane, I sent ‘em away. You got somethin’ to say?”

Ferguson shook his head. “Nope. Only I’ve got a feeling you and me are thinkin’ along the same lines.”

On the other side of the campfire, Cole Jackson had slept only fitfully, off and on, his lank form stretching away from his saddle, on which his head and shoulders rested. He overheard the two men across the fire. He moved his hat up off his eyes and watched them.

Simon fairly growled, “Yeah? What exactly do you think you know?” 

Ferguson held up one hand. “Not much, not much. But I’ve been thinkin’ it’s only right we head on back to Agua Perlado. Is that what you’re thinkin’ too, or not?”

Porter held his gaze for a moment and seemed to calm a bit. He said, “Just hold on a minute.” Then he moved on past Ferguson and stopped some feet away in front of Talbot. He was asleep and snoring quietly, his head and shoulders also braced against his saddle. The brim of his hat was pulled down over his eyes. 

Porter kicked the bottom of Talbot’s right boot, which was crossed over his left at the ankle. Porter’s voice a loud growl, he said, “Get to your damn feet, Talbot!”

Talbot flinched, grabbed his hat and tipped it back. His face looked like someone had grabbed both cheeks and pinched them together. His adam’s apple bobbed. “What?” 

His narrow shoulders worked as he leaned up on his elbows and frowned. When he was finally able to focus, fear moved across his face. He’d never seen that look in Porter’s eyes before. “Simon? What’s the matter?” He jerked his head left, then right. “Is Crowley here?”

“I said get up, damn it!”

“I heard you. But why?”

That was enough. Porter reached down and grabbed Talbot’s shirt on either side of his neck. He jerked the smaller man straight up. “‘Cause I said get to your damn feet, that’s why!” Then he deftly slipped Talbot’s Remington from his holster. 

Talbot frowned again. “What’s goin’ on, Simon? What’re you doin’?”

Porter worked the cylinder release with his thumb and dumped the cartridges into his other palm, then turned slightly. He tossed the revolver back to Ferguson. “Take the cylinder out of that, would you, Dane? And hold onto it.”

As Ferguson caught the revolver, Talbot said, “Now wait just a damn minute, Porter. I’m the leader of this here—”

Simon thumped him in the chest with one meaty finger. “You ain’t the leader of anything, got it? Not anymore, so just shut up.”

Behind him, Ferguson removed the cylinder from the Remington. He crouched next to his saddle bags, opened the left one and dropped the cylinder inside. He glanced at Porter, then dropped the revolver in on top of it.

Porter looked at Talbot. “You don’t have any extra guns, do you?”

“No, but—”

“No’s good enough. I don’t care to hear anything else you have to say right now.” He glanced back at Ferguson. “Dane, what you said. Yeah, that’s exactly what I was thinkin’. Was up to me, I’d say we head back right now. That good with you?”

Ferguson straightened from his crouch and grinned. “Works for me.”

Without taking his eyes off Talbot, Porter called over to Cole Jackson. “Cole, you awake?”

Jackson said, “I’m awake.”

“We’re gonna head back. You good with that?”

“I’m good with it. And it’s about time.” He got up. At 5’10” and around 150 pounds, he was wiry but strong with a head full of blond hair that he also trimmed himself with a knife. It hung halfway down his neck in back and covered his ears when he didn’t keep it brushed back. He hefted his saddle bags with his left hand. He bent again, grabbed the pommel of his saddle with his right, and started walking toward his horse.

Talbot frowned. “Now ya’ll wait. Wait just a damn minute. You can’t— I mean, we can’t just—”

Porter viciously grabbed Talbot’s shirt and pulled him close. His face inches from Talbot’s, he said, “Ain’t no more ‘we,’ Talbot, understand? You crossed the damn line.” Porter shook him. “You’re a coward, a damn woman killer. On top of that, you cost me my mother and my brother. If we can’t stop Crowley, you might have cost my brother his life too, and the lives of those two boys. Now go saddle your damn horse.” He shoved him away.

Talbot stumbled backward over his saddle and fell. He got up slowly, watching Porter the whole time.

But Porter turned away. 

Ferguson approached him. 

Porter said, “Dane, here you go.” He dropped the cartridges into Ferguson’s palm. “You’re in charge of this whole deal as far as I’m concerned. I just wanted to get things started for my brother and those boys. You have a problem with that?”

“No sir, and I think you’re doin’ fine. You’re in charge as far as I’m concerned.”

As he cinched his horse, Cole Jackson said, “I’m good with that too, Simon.”

Porter shook his head. He looked at Jackson, then back to Ferguson and nodded. “All right.” He sighed and looked around, his hands on his hips. “Hell, I don’t even know what I’m doing here, but here I am. Anyway,” and he gestured with his chin toward the cartridges in Ferguson’s palm, “I figured it wouldn’t do any of us any good to get shot in the back.” 

He glanced at Talbot, who was still standing where he’d left him, then pointed toward the horses. “Do I really have to tell you again?”

Muttering under his breath, Talbot bent and picked up his saddle.

To Porter, Ferguson said, “So you’re in charge. Who takes the lead?”

Porter said, “I’ll run this thing if you want, but I’d just as soon you’d take the lead. I got out of the life a couple years ago. I don’t have the instincts I used to have.”

Ferguson looked at him, then at Jackson. “Hey, Cole, I’ll lead us out, then Talbot, then Simon. You bring up the rear.”

Jackson said, “Got it.”

Porter said, “Well, let’s do this.” He walked off to saddle his own horse.

When the four men were mounted, Ferguson walked his horse to the front of the line. As he passed Talbot, he said, “Talbot, you’re behind me. Don’t even think about runnin’.”

Talbot said, “Dane, now I know you’re a fair man. You can’t let me face down Crowley without my gun.”

Without looking around, Ferguson said, “That’d be the safest thing for you. Everything I’ve heard about him, Crowley wouldn’t kill an unarmed man.” Then he twisted in the saddle, looked at Talbot and grinned. “But trust me, we’ll make sure you’re armed. Just not until we see Crowley comin’.”

Then he touched his mount on the flanks and rode on ahead.

It was almost five a.m. on Friday morning.

*
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Far to the southeast, Wes Crowley was ending a sleepless night. Later in the day he would talk to his children, tell them what he had to do and why. 

And the following morning, he and they would ride into Agua Perlado to say goodbye to Coralín.
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Chapter 3
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Ferguson led the short column of men with a grim determination. For the first hour or so, they walked the horses through the darkness. After that he kept his horse at an easy lope for miles on end. The men didn’t dismount even to water the horses. When they encountered a body of water that was large enough or wide enough, they slowed their horses to a walk and let them drink as they were walking. When they exited the water, Ferguson picked up the pace again.

Nor did he vary the direction. Always they moved southwest. They would continue to do so through Tres Caballos to where the road joined the one that ran southeast into Agua Perlado. 

Talbot kept up, but only because Porter and Jackson were behind him. At one point, he spurred his horse to a gallop and rode up alongside Ferguson, then slowed again. “Dane, why can’t we stop for awhile? I’m tired. And there’s no reason to run this hard. It ain’t like Crowley’s goin’ anywhere.”

Ferguson ignored him at first, but soon they came upon a stream. It was shallow, but several yards wide and running with snowmelt from the distant mountains. He carefully slowed his horse to a walk and let him step into the water. As his horse began drinking, he said, “Well now, I don’t see no reason to inconvenience Captain Crowley anymore than we already have, do you?”

“Captain Crowley?”

Ferguson nodded. “I suspect he’s a captain. What I’ve heard about him, I’d give him that much respect even if he wasn’t.”

Talbot fidgeted. “Well, but what I was sayin’, he’s probably already headed this way anyway. So—”

Ferguson shook his head. “No, he ain’t. He’ll put his woman in the ground first. And he’ll tend to all the people who came to see her off. Same as I would. Same as those men behind us would. He has the rest of his life to hunt us down. He ain’t in no hurry.”

“Right. So then why are we in a hurry?”

“‘Cause we owe him that much.”

“I don’t owe that son of a bitch noth—”

Ferguson reined in, twisted in his saddle and backhanded Talbot across the mouth.

Talbot fell off into the stream, landing on his back.

Ferguson pointed at him. “You watch your damn mouth, boy.” His horse shifted his hooves in the stream and continued to drink. “You’re the one did the man wrong. You owe him all right. And you owe all of us too. Now get yourself up and get back in the damn saddle.”

“But can’t I change? I’m all wet.”

“Well, I guess you’ll just have to put up with it.”

Porter and then Jackson rode up as Talbot struggled up out of the stream. 

Porter walked his horse into the stream, jostling Talbot. “What’s goin’ on, Dane? Why we stoppin’?” 

“Nothin’. Just water.” Ferguson gestured toward Talbot. “Mr. Talbot here says he don’t owe Crowley anything. Says he’s tired. Says we shouldn’t be in such a hurry.” 

Simon grinned and looked down at Talbot. “Oh, is that right? Your mama have any kids who weren’t stupid, Talbot?”

Jackson walked his horse into the stream, then crossed his wrists on the pommel of his saddle as the horse stopped to drink. He looked at Talbot and grinned. “Talbot, you beat all I’ve ever seen. You’re not only a coward, but you’re stupid and worthless to boot.”

Talbot sneered as he climbed back into the saddle. “Yeah? Then why don’t you damn heroes go face him down yourselves? Leave me off here. If Crowley finds me, he finds me. If he don’t—” He shrugged. 

And then he grinned.

Porter edged his horse sideways so it bumped Talbot’s horse and trapped him against Ferguson’s. Then he leaned over and hit Talbot in the mouth. “I told you once to shut up, didn’t I? Now say something else! Just say another damn word!”

As Porter raised his fist again, Talbot leaned hard away from him.

Water flew up from the hooves of Ferguson’s horse as it bucked away from Talbot’s, then turned to face him. The horse went back to drinking. 

Ferguson said, “We ain’t expectin’ you to face him, Talbot. And frankly, I expect he’ll kill all of us. But I’m gonna do my level best to let him know we’re tradin’ you and ourselves for the last three names on that damn list. Those boys didn’t deserve none’a this.” 

Cole Jackson looked at Ferguson. “Long as we’re sittin’, you got a plan?”

“Maybe. Crowley know you by sight?”

Jackson shook his head. “I don’t think so. I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure.”

Ferguson said, “Me either. Well, unless he noticed me when I was standin’ on the stairs in that saloon up in Dalton. That’s been some years ago, but it wouldn’t surprise me. He doesn’t miss much.” He turned to Porter. “How about you, Simon?”

“No. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him either. But he’s seen you before?”

“Once. It’s been years though.”

“Well, I think you’re right. I think he’s likely to remember. But what are you thinkin’?”

Ferguson said, “Well, now you’re in charge. But you remember that fork down there south of Tres Caballos? Road runs southwest outta town, but it comes to a junction with the road that runs northwest to southeast?”

Porter and Jackson both nodded.

Ferguson said, “I was thinkin’ if we wait right there, we can’t miss Crowley. I think we ought to get to that junction before he does.”

Talbot grinned. “Good idea! We can set up and ambush him!”

Porter looked at him. “Jesus, would you just shut up?” Then he looked at Ferguson. “I think I see what you’re after, Dane. Two of us’ll hang back with Talbot. Maybe a half-mile behind the bait.”

Jackson frowned. “Bait?” 

Ferguson said, “Well, whatever they call the guy who rides out to parley.”

Porter said, “Right. But you can’t ride out to meet him. He’d probably drill you on sight.”

Ferguson looked at Porter again, a wry grin on his face. “Only I do know what he looks like. Then again, whoever goes, I don’t think Crowley’ll be too hard to spot.” The grin faded. “Anyway, if we keep riding, I figure we’ll hit Tres Caballos before sunrise tomorrow morning. By my figuring, that’ll be Saturday. Should be the same day as the funeral. I suspect Crowley’ll ride north soon after it’s over.”

Porter said, “I think you’re right.” 

Jackson said, “Okay, so who’s gonna ride out to meet him?”

Porter said, “It has to be you or me, Cole.” He paused, then said, “Hell, I’ll go. I don’t mind, and my brother’s involved. Besides, I guess I’m supposed to be in charge of this deal now.”

Talbot said, “I still say those other guys are as guilty as the rest of us. It ain’t right, gettin’ Crowley to let them go scot free.”

Ferguson laughed. “You really don’t get it, do you? The only one here who’s guilty of anything is you. The only thing the rest of us are guilty of is buyin’ into your bullshit. And frankly, I’m tired of listening. So like Porter said, shut your mouth.”

Jackson leaned forward, his forearms on the pommel of his saddle, and grinned. “Maybe when we get there, we ought’a send Talbot on ahead by himself.”

Porter said, “Don’t think I haven’t considered it. But that won’t work. For one thing, Crowley knows the Talbot clan. If he recognizes that pinched face, he’ll kill Talbot graveyard dead without even talkin’. And then he’ll come after the rest of us. All of us. And even if he didn’t shoot him on sight, no way would Talbot tell him the rest of us had nothing to do with it.”

He looked at Jackson for a moment, then said, “But you and Dane can hang back with Talbot. I’ll meet Crowley, and I’ll let him know Talbot here’s the one who killed his woman. ‘Course, I’m kind of involved since I showed Talbot the way down here in the first place.”

Jackson laughed. “Now that’s true enough. Talbot couldn’t find his butt if both hands were tied behind his back below his waist.” He paused. “But I helped him get there too.”

Ferguson nodded. “That’s the way I figure it too. So we’re agreed then?”

Porter nodded. “Yep. Let’s ride.” 

Ferguson turned his horse and started out of the stream.

Jackson slapped Talbot’s horse on the rump with his reins. 

It bounded out of the stream behind Ferguson.

They rode through the day, rested themselves and the horses for a few hours that night, then saddled up again and continued southwest. 

*
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They came to Tres Caballos a little over an hour after daybreak on Saturday morning, but they passed on through. A few miles southwest of town, Ferguson led them off the road into a dense mesquite bosque. There they ate and rested again for an hour or so. 

*
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When they saddled up again to ride on toward the junction, Wes Crowley was on the dais in the church. 

He was looking over the crowded pews, thankful but not surprised at the turnout, and trying to calm himself enough to deliver his eulogy for Coralín. 

He’d just realize he’d forgotten to shave, and for his own wife’s funeral. Well, if anyone would understand, Coralín would. He was gripping the podium so hard his knuckles were white. 

But not from fear, and mostly not even from grief. 

The white knuckles were a result of his desire for revenge.
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Chapter 4
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As Wes rode north out of Agua Perlado, he could almost hear Coralín saying the words he had repeated as part of her eulogy: It is always better to be who you are than to let yourself become someone else. He’d even used those words as an excuse to leave early, to “do his job,” as Coralín would have known he’d do.

But he also knew the meaning of those words. By “be who you are” she meant “be a man who knows right from wrong and always comes down on the side of right.” And by “don’t let yourself become someone else,” she meant “don’t allow yourself to become like those you are hunting.”

And she was right. He knew she was right. 

Maybe he was becoming something he’d never been before. Maybe those men had given him reason. Men like that only understood games that had no rules and ended in death. It was time they were on the receiving end. 

With any luck, he would return here in a month or two months or three. Maybe then he could live out the rest of his life as a father and grandfather.

But first he had a job to do.

*
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He’d been riding steadily for less than a half-hour accompanied only by his thoughts. He hadn’t planned to stop until he’d ridden late into the night. The only way to make up ground on those men was to keep riding even after they made camp somewhere farther up the road.

But as he approached the lane that turned off to the left and led to the hacienda, he slowed Vuelo to a walk. Then, as if heeding a ghostly call, or maybe just reacting to the sharp call of memories, he stopped.

He turned in the saddle and glanced west along the lane. Maybe for a final goodbye.

Well, that was appropriate. Maybe even fitting. Probably he would have to say goodbye many times before it was all over. That had been his experience before.

As he ran a forefinger and thumb along the bottom of his moustache, memories flooded over him.

For the first time, he realized he was tied to this family even before he knew he was tied to them. Even before he’d ridden along that lane for the first time twenty-some years ago.

*

[image: ]


He’d known Marisol Martinez de Silva in Amarillo. She was the first woman he had ever loved. He had hoped to marry her, but something always stopped him. 

Later he had carried her arrow-riddled body to the hotel after the final great Comanche attack on Amarillo. Later still, he had made his long trip south to this country, to this very hacienda, to bring news of Marisol’s death to this gentle family. 

That turned out to be the beginning of the most recent and best chapter of his life.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





