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		Author’s Note



WHEN THE EDGE series was thirty-three titles old I complied with requests from a considerable number of readers to write a collection of short stories which filled in some of the gaps in the half-breed’s life: periods before the series began and between the endings of some books and the openings of others when what happened in the interim was not always fully explained at the time.

This book, entitled ‘A Ride in the Sun’, took the form of a running contemporary story interspersed with incidents from Edge’s past. And the short story concept, along with the manner in which it was presented, proved so popular with Edge fans that I was persuaded to return to it, with a second collection of short stories within a longer one: ‘The Moving Cage’.

This second collection also served another purpose: it enabled me to bring to a wider audience some Edge stories which had previously been published in magazines.

The book you now hold is the third collection of George G. Gilman short stories. But these, of course, relate incidents from the past of Adam Steele, cut into a contemporary account of the Virginian’s life since he put down roots in California’s Providence River Valley.

Just one story, ‘The Troublemakers’ has been published before: as ‘Bad Business at Newville’ in the January 1981 edition of the late lamented Western Magazine.

As in ‘A Ride in the Sun’ and ‘The Moving Cage’, a brief introduction to each story explains precisely when these incidents took place in the context of the entire Adam Steele series.















		Chapter One





THROUGHOUT HIS LIFE of something over forty but not yet fifty years, Adam Steele had at times gotten the reputation for being a tightwad. But whenever he gave consideration to what other people thought about him in this respect, he preferred to think of it as being careful with money. Certainly he detested seeing it wasted.

Which was why he was riding in a creaking and juddering Concord coach of the San Francisco and Central California Stage Line. Enduring the discomforts of the journey and not enjoying the company of his fellow passengers, instead of being astride a saddled horse, setting his own pace. The target of the flirtatious attentions of a homely young woman and of the resentment of her downright ugly mother, and the cause of amusement to a married couple of middle years and an elderly drummer.

Trouble was, Steele had bought a round-trip ticket between Providence and San Francisco. And the SF&CC Stage Line Company did not make refunds for portions of a journey paid for and not traveled. So, having experienced the discomforts of the northward trip—when the jolting and dusty ride in another ancient and poorly maintained stage had been made worse by the company of two spoiled children and their weak-willed parents, then a talkative drunk and next a man with a large dog that had fleas and smelled bad—Steele had not been about to surrender the ride back home. Which would involve him in the additional expense of purchasing a horse and gear.

Even though as a horse breeder he knew he could certainly buy a good mount at a reasonable price in San Francisco and sell the animal at a profit in the Providence River Valley. The stage line company would still have his money for the return half of the trip he did not take. Which he could not allow. Because he was careful with his money, hated to waste it. Some people would say he was a tightwad with it.

‘You know somethin’ Mr. Steele?’ Belle Cowley asked pensively.

The Virginian looked at the plain young woman who sat facing him in the right-hand corner of the seat, her back to the way they were traveling. Knew that if she had not been quite so homely he would have welcomed how she broke in on his train of thought: for he did not enjoy reflecting on the less than flattering aspects of his character. And he certainly did not like admitting that since he had started to lead the settled life of a horse rancher it sometimes mattered what people thought of him and his ways.

He replied to the woman: ‘I know I should think about changing some of my ways, Ms. Cowley.’

She dismissed the incomprehensible response with a shake of her head, told him: ‘I know I think you’ve got the kind of face that’s better suited to bein’ clean shaven.’

‘You mind your own business, young lady!’ Thelma Cowley censured her daughter. She sat beside Belle so was well placed to glare resentfully at Steele: which she did often, tacitly blaming him for the need to reproach her daughter.

Belle, who was in her mid-twenties, skinny-framed and thin-faced, had pale eyes that were too small, crooked teeth, stringy brown hair and bad skin. She shrugged her narrow shoulders and turned her head to peer out through the window at the wooded mountainscape across which they were rattling. While she did this, she directed a lascivious wink at Steele. Which her mother failed to see.

Mrs. Thelma Cowley, who had formally introduced herself and her daughter when they boarded at the Possum River Way Station an hour earlier, showed Steele another glowering look before she once more bent her head to peer long-sightedly down over her ample bosom to read from the large Bible on her lap. Probably she seemed heavier than she was in relation to her sparsely built daughter, and vice versa. But, the smallness and the washed-out color of her eyes and her crooked teeth, if nothing else, proved clear evidence of their close family relationship.

Both Cowley women were garbed in homespun dresses that had seen better days, been laundered until the colorings faded, and darned so often that the mismatched yarns of the repairs looked like features of the garments’ design.

They were not ashamed of their poverty, which was fine with Steele, who had been very rich and very poor: had learned it served no useful purpose to be proud of possessions or disgraced by the lack of them.

Unlike the Cowleys, he did not generally reveal his feelings about anything. And had become an even-tempered man for most of the time. Learned along many dangerous trails that it was safer to seem to be so when circumstances triggered heated emotions toward people who created the disconcerting situations.

The mostly gray beard, slightly tinged with red, to which Belle Cowley had referred, helped him to appear at ease when he was feeling the very opposite. For the way it straggled around his mouth, the beard concealed the set of his lips and allowed him to compress them in front of gritted teeth while he concentrated on keeping the fires of anger, or hatred, or lust, or the urge to kill, out of his coal-black eyes.

Now it was merely mild irritation he sought to hide as George Rutherford and the Townsends enjoyed the way Belle Cowley baited him and her mother held him responsible for encouraging her.

Or maybe he just imagined that this trio of passengers saw him as the butt of a running joke that amused them. Perhaps he was desperate to denounce anyone but himself for allowing the situation to develop: letting the Cowleys get to him the way they were. It sure wouldn’t have happened in the old days, before he took the considered decision to become like …

‘My goodness, a person would think they’d do something to improve the comfort of public transport!’ Delores Townsend complained shrilly as the Virginian’s thoughts started along another unwelcome line.

The woman spoke as the stage lurched violently to the side and she was pressed heavily against Steele: hurriedly straightened up, wriggled back along the seat to open a gap between herself and him: crunched herself tight against her husband.

Mrs. Townsend had made her disapproval of Steele known from the outset of the trip—she and her husband Alvin had boarded the stage at the San Francisco depot, been forced to share the same forward-facing seat as him because the opposite three were occupied by Rutherford and two younger salesmen who had gotten off the stage at the stop before the Cowleys boarded at the Possum River Way Station.

Shortly after the Concord rolled out of the city depot, the statuesque and gray-haired Mrs. Townsend, bright eyed, heavily bejeweled and strongly perfumed, had asked Steele if it was strictly necessary that he ride the stage with a rifle wedged between his right leg and the door.

He replied politely, though maybe a little curtly, that it certainly was necessary: and knew she would have pursued the point with something akin to bristling anger had not her slightly taller and much heavier husband, bald-headed, wax-mustached and business-suited, advised her against it, his voice a rasping whisper that only she heard clearly.

Then Rutherford, obsequious mannered, gray-haired, and gray-faced, had attempted to strike up a placating conversation: commented on the unusual kind of rifle it was, not the universal Winchester repeater which most men who bore arms carried if they considered a revolver was not sufficient protection.

In the same mild-mannered but less than encouraging tone with which he responded to Mrs. Townsend, Steele pointed out he did not carry a revolver: and told his fellow passengers the rifle was a relatively rare Colt Hartford revolver action model to which he was sentimentally attached.

Because of how he successfully checked attempted conversation at the commencement of the trip, Steele had only to contend with the physical discomforts of the ride and the less than friendly attitudes of the other passengers toward him: until the Cowley mother and daughter boarded. Introduced themselves and insisted upon shaking hands with everyone. And then Belle, who looked not at all like his idea of a vamp, began to flirt with the Virginian with pointed remarks and unmistakable expressions. Which caused her mother frequently to interrupt her devout Bible study. Both of them sorely trying Steele’s patience.

‘You are perfectly correct, madam,’ Rutherford agreed eagerly with Mrs. Townsend. ‘I travel many hundreds of miles by stage each month in the course of my business. And I never cease to be amazed when I reach the end of such trips with no bones broken.’

‘I consider it’s lucky for the wife and me that we have such little cause to travel,’ Alvin Townsend put in quickly, as anxious as the salesman to sustain the exchange of small talk. As if they were unnerved by long absences of spoken words within the Concord as it swayed and rattled and creaked behind the laboring six-horse team which moved at a straining walk up a gentle but lengthy, curving grade.

‘Lucky is what you are, I can tell you that.’

‘We wouldn’t be doing so now, except our daughter in Bending will shortly deliver our first grandchild.’

Concern about the disconcerting atmosphere within the stage was forgotten as Townsend beamed and his wife exuded pride in the time-honored fashion of potential grandparents about to be assured that the family bloodline will be continued for at least one more generation.

But George Rutherford was disgruntled by the revelation. Probably on his many stage trips he had been bored too often by fellow passengers enthusing about passions in which he had no interest. He nodded, grunted, immediately returned to the subject which had gotten the conversation started.

‘Of course, the railroad is by far the most comfortable way to travel overland. The permanent way is so much smoother than these god-awful trails the stages have to—’

‘God made nothin’ that is awful, Mr. Rutherford!’ Thelma Cowley interrupted grimly, stabbed a finger at the large Bible open on her lap so that she would not lose her place as she raised her head, turned to glare at the startled hardware salesman beside her. ‘It is what mankind chooses to do to the beautiful world the Almighty created that so often finishes in ugliness.’

Rutherford gulped in surprise at the woman’s vehemence, then looked chastened as he muttered: ‘Quite so, madam. It was not my intention to give offense.’

Mrs. Cowley vented a throat-clearing sound of qualified acceptance of the drummer’s implied apology, and returned to her Bible study.

Rutherford hurried on before Townsend took the opportunity to change the subject again: ‘Of course, the basic Concord coach was never built for our rutted Western trails. They’re manufactured in the East, you know? Plainly they were intended to be used on town streets back there. And on the smoother turnpikes of New England. Just building them bigger and strengthening the springs a little has hardly been sufficient to suit them to our Western purposes.’

A front wheel found another hole in the trail and the stage lurched in the opposite direction. Steele braced himself from being thrown against Mrs. Townsend as she complained through clenched teeth:

‘The least they could do is provide decently padded upholstery!’

Then she vented a small cry of anger and perhaps of pain as the front and rear wheels jolted across an extensive area of uneven trail.

‘I gotta agree with you on that, lady,’ Belle Cowley growled, turned her head sharply away from her baleful survey of the passing scene beyond the window.

Steele did not believe it was an accident that the daughter’s bony elbow dug into the fleshy side of her mother. This as her small eyes brightened and she showed her crooked teeth in a meaningful grin which she directed at Steele when she added:

‘It’s at times like these I get jealous of my ma: how she has so much extra padding that takes the sting outta most of these bumps.’

‘I told you before, Belle!’ Thelma Cowley snapped without looking up from the Bible. ‘Don’t you be so personal about folks! Even your own mother, girl.’

‘Mind you,’ Belle went on, her coquettish gaze fixed firmly on Steele’s impassive face, ‘I reckon for most of the time it’s best a woman ain’t too well padded. If she’s aimin’ to catch the eye of the men. Ain’t that right, Mr. Steele?’

‘I wouldn’t know about other men, ma’am,’ the Virginian replied. And glanced at Thelma Cowley, expecting to hear her rebuke Belle again for this latest foray into the forbidden territory of sexual innuendo.

But it seemed she was too deeply engrossed in a particular passage of the Bible: followed the printed words with a moving finger across the page as she continued to keep her head bent forward.

‘Well, I know about the ones I’ve been friendly with,’ Belle answered emphatically. ‘And I reckon if a girl wants to look good to most men, she can have too much of what makes her different from a man.’

She pulled back her shoulders and arched her back, to give more prominence to the small mounds of her breasts.

Mrs. Cowley suddenly turned the page noisily, in a gesture of anger at what she had heard.

Delores Townsend rasped: ‘Oh, my goodness.’

Her husband gulped.

George Rutherford groaned: ‘Oh no, not again, goddammit!’

Thelma Cowley reminded grimly: ‘Sir, I’ve already made it clear I object to the takin’ of the Lord’s name in vain.’

As Steele saw the lascivious smile on Belle’s face deliberately change into a grin of enjoyment, he became aware that the Townsends and Rutherford had not vented their shocked responses to the woman’s brazen words and gestures. And now he looked at the older Cowley woman, saw the stern tone of her voice was emphasized by the icy look in her flesh-crowded eyes which fixed their unblinking gaze on him rather than the man she had censured. In her right she held a brass-framed Colt Derringer which was no longer than five inches from the rear of the bird-beak butt in her fist to the barrel muzzle that was aimed at Steele’s chest. Her left hand continued to hold open the Bible: as if purposely to show where more than half its pages had been carefully cut to form a hollow in which the tiny, single-shot gun could be concealed.

‘You, sir,’ Mrs. Cowley went on, pushing the small weapon an inch closer to its target, ‘will allow my daughter to have that fancy rifle of yours. My pistol does not look so dangerous, I know. But I can assure you that at this distance it can kill you.’

Steele moved his leg slightly to the side, signaled with a nod that the young woman opposite should reach across the aisle and remove the Colt Hartford. He said evenly to Thelma Cowley: ‘I like to think I do my best to live by what’s in the Good Book, ma’am.’

Either the driver or the guard said something that did not reach clearly into the Concord against the sounds of its slow uphill progress. The second man replied more distinctly:

‘Yeah, Ezra, I see ’em.’ He sounded wearily resigned to an inevitable outcome to what was getting started.

‘This is the third time in a year I’ve been on a stage that was held up,’ George Rutherford complained. Which explained why he had said what he did when he saw Thelma Cowley take the gun out of the Bible.

Mrs. Townsend raised a hand to her throat, clutched at the three ropes of pearls that encircled her wrinkled neck. Then she recalled that she wore bejeweled rings on three fingers of each hand. And she dragged the hand away from her throat, linked it with the other on her lap and endeavored to clasp them together so the jewelry did not show.

‘If nobody does anythin’ stupid, then nobody’s gonna get hurt in any way,’ Thelma Cowley promised, her tone of voice less hard than before while her cold-eyed gaze darted from where her daughter fisted a bony hand around the barrel of the Colt Hartford and dragged the rifle across the aisle, to glance at Steele, then the Townsends, Rutherford: the Virginian again. ‘Hurtin’ folks don’t put bread on the table, right?’

George Rutherford and Alvin Townsend nodded vigorously. Dolores Townsend tried to say something, but needed to clear her throat noisily before she was able to rasp:

‘Nobody here will try to prevent you doing what you want, I’m sure.’

She peered pleadingly around at her fellow passengers, gasped when Ezra called down from the outside seat:

‘I have to tell you folks we’re bein’ held up. Three men at the top of this rise have got rifles leveled at me and Steve.’

Steele knew from overhearing talk at the San Francisco depot that Ezra was the middle-aged, lean-framed and dour-faced driver of the stage: Steve was the slightly younger, much more beefily built guard, with a quick smile.

‘There’s two women inside here got guns can kill your passengers, driver!’ Belle answered, happily triumphant.

What she said was true in essence, but the way she continued to hold the Colt Hartford around the muzzle end of the barrel, butt resting on the floor of the stage, meant the rifle posed no immediate threat. Which did not matter too much right then. For there was unwavering determination in the expression and attitude of her mother as she kept the tiny handgun aimed at the center of Steele’s chest.

This dissuaded the Virginian from contemplating any move against the Cowley women and their male partners in crime at the top of the rise. And, irrespective of how they felt about him, Steele was sure the Townsends and Rutherford would not deliberately do anything that might result in his death weighing on their conscience.

Ezra yelled: ‘Okay, you guys! We won’t give you no trouble!’

Steve shouted louder: ‘Right, we know you’ve got some help aboard!’

‘That’s real smart!’ a man roared from along the trail, probably no more than two hundred feet or so. ‘You rein in that team right about now!’

Ezra barked a command at the horses in the traces and the brake blocks squeaked on the wheel rims.

Belle Cowley, a wide grin of greed now showing more of her misshapen teeth and squeezing her tiny eyes to gleaming slits, said to Mrs. Townsend: ‘And you’ll be smart, lady, if you don’t take ma and me for chumps.’

The well-dressed, richly-jeweled woman vented a low-toned gasp. And the sweat of fear caused her perfume to smell cloyingly sweet. She started to splutter: ‘I’m afraid I don’t—’

Belle snorted, cut in: ‘You don’t really think ma and me ain’t seen them pretty rings you got on your fingers? So why don’t you start to take ’em off instead of tryin’ to hide them after we been seein’ them for better than an hour already?’

Mrs. Townsend shuddered and her husband rested a hand ineffectually on her arm.

Thelma Cowley instructed flatly: ‘And when you got the rings off, you can unfasten that pearl necklace. You gents, we’ll be takin’ whatever kind of rings and watches and such like you happen to be wearin’. Along with cash money.’

‘But we don’t want it right now!’ Bella snarled tautly when Alvin Townsend pushed his free hand inside his suit jacket. ‘We don’t want no hands goin’ outta sight into no pockets until we’re all outta this rig and the boys got their guns coverin’ you!’

The Concord jolted to a halt and Belle Cowley vented a sigh of either relief or satisfaction.

Her mother jerked her head toward the door of the left-hand side, ordered: ‘Everyone out that way. You first, Mr. Rutherford. Then Mr. Townsend. I know from your accent that you’re from the south, Mr. Steele. But you’ll have to forget them Southern gentlemen ways for a while. Because us ladies are gonna be last out. Be a bad mistake if anyone took exception to that.’

Steele said evenly: ‘I reckon I stopped being a gentleman about the first time a lady held a gun on me, ma’am.’

He needed to continue to work at presenting the outward appearance that he was calmly at ease in the tense, summer-heated, strongly-perfumed interior of the stage. While behind this facade he was bowstring taut: angry at the people pulling the holdup, and at himself for failing to notice any signs there was something wrong about the Bible-studying mother and her shameless daughter. He was convinced he should have spotted that while one pretended such devout interest in the Bible, she was just waiting for a signal from the other that the time was right to take the gun from out of its mutilated pages.

But as yet none of the tension that had built so steadily within him was channeled toward looking for a chance to make a counter move. Not within the confines of the rig, with three rifle-toting men close by outside. Not until Ezra, the driver, rasped at Steve, riding shotgun:

‘Don’t be a crazy fool!’

Then, as the Cowley mother looked at her daughter, in the stretched second while their frightened gazes were locked, Steele came to within a hairsbreadth of grasping one of the options available to him. None of them had anything but a long chance of letting him survive, but he was prepared to accept the risk if the alternative was to die because of other people’s panic.

He could reach through the slit in the outside seam of his right pants leg, draw the knife carried in a boot sheath. Or power forward, wrench the tiny pistol out of the woman’s grasp. If necessary, kill one or both Cowley women. Or use the threat of death to get back the Colt Hartford. Which he had to do to have a chance of dealing with the three men he could hear riding their horses at a walk down from the crest of the hill toward the stalled Concord.

Then the horses were reined to a halt and there was a moment of silence. A fusillade of rifle shots that sounded shockingly loud.

The two Cowley women unlocked their gazes, and Thelma thrust the Derringer another inch closer to Steele. Her daughter mouthed a curse and made to unlatch the door.

Outside a man screamed in agony.

Inside Delores Townsend tried to scream in terror, but managed only a sound something like a choked cough.

The powerfully built guard, who had been sitting at the right-hand end of the outside seat, fell backwards across the roof luggage, then toppled sideways. His bloodstained clothing and bullet-shattered head were clear to see as he dropped past the window of the door which Belle had been about to open.

‘Shit, Ma, they done killed him!’ she rasped.

‘Girl, you got no call to use that kinda talk!’ her mother snarled.

And Steele, at the center of the ugly woman’s hard-eyed attention, knew she could see through his unruffled exterior. He knew, too, her attitude was in no degree deceptive: Thelma Cowley would not hesitate to blast a killing shot at him if he made one move she mistrusted.

‘It was just him!’ Ezra pleaded, pain or fear or a combination of both squeezing his throat so the words emerged as a rasping whisper. ‘I wasn’t gonna—’

A single rifle shot sounded strangely low key in the wake of the barrage moments before. But the lone bullet had the awesome effect of ending the life of a man. The driver’s slight form thudded hard against the roof of the stage. But the impetus of just one bullet driving into his flesh failed to tip him off the Concord to the ground like the guard.

‘That’s two, the trigger-happy fools!’ Thelma snarled.

She spoke out of the side of her mouth, her lips hardly moving in front of her crooked teeth, while her threatening stare continued to be fixed on Steele. Then her eyes suddenly widened, to express something akin to pleading: like she knew she had done all she could to convince him she would do whatever was necessary, now implored him not to do anything to force her into squeezing the trigger of the tiny gun.

‘Everythin’ all right in there, Mrs. Cowley?’ a man called against the sounds of repeater rifle actions being pumped, the scrape of slow-moving hooves on hard-packed ground.

‘Smooth as silk and sweet as molasses, Daryl!’ Belle blurted eagerly. And from yet another change in the shape of her smile, Steele thought it likely Daryl was one of the men she had known who currently rated higher than most.

‘And not a drop of blood spilled in here!’ her mother roared.

The harsh tone left no question that she did not approve of the double shooting. But then, as if she abruptly considered this might be seen as a sign of weakness by the other passengers, she glanced grimly around, felt confident enough to allow the aim of the gun to shift from Steele and direct its threat elsewhere as she added, low and meaningfully: ‘Yet!’

‘Okay, you guys, get outta the stage!’ Belle urged, no longer intent on opening the right-hand door now that the blood-run corpse of Steve was sprawled on the trail immediately outside. She made to get to her feet, using the Colt Hartford as a lever in the manner of a cane. But froze when her mother barked:

‘Stay put, girl! I said gentlemen first.’

Now it was Thelma’s turn to use a bent elbow, jabbed it into the side of Rutherford, unconcerned that the gun muzzle again swept away from the target of Steele’s chest. For hooves had ceased to thud on the trail as the three mounts were reined to a halt in a line beside the Concord. Men and animals seen against a backdrop of the mountainscape of the Sierra Nevadas, featured with tree and rock outcrops, the distant highest ridges capped by year-long snow.

Each of the men held a leveled Winchester, with the hammer back, smoke no longer wisping from the muzzle. Two of the men smiled, the third scowled.

George Rutherford turned the door handle, then froze in the process of leaving the stage when he saw the three men, the three rifles aimed at his head over a range of ten feet or so.

‘Step right on out, folks,’ the eldest of the three invited cheerfully. Like the others, he was in his twenties. He had fiery red hair showing beneath the brim of his hat and in long sideburns, but his bushy mustache grew a mixture of blond and gray.

‘Yes, indeed,’ the second smiling man said. He was at the center of the short line and was in the middle age-wise. His complexion was dark hued, and there was about the shape of his features a suggestion that he had either Mexican or maybe Indian blood in his heritage. He was skinny enough to look undernourished, but in his face when he was smiling was a vitality that indicated he had more energy than his two associates together. ‘Step outside and take a look at this big and beautiful world. But you keep it in mind you may never see it again if you do not do like you are told.’

Neither of these was Daryl. So the youngest one was: the shortest and the broadest, much of his bulk comprised of excess fat, from the way his shirt and pants bulged, strained their stitching. He had a round, smooth-skinned, clean-shaven, dull eyed face that looked like it did not often spread with a smile.
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