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  South to Mexico




  Not quite a week after Wes Crowley had parted company with Ben Iverson and Oney Johnson in Willcox, Arizona Territory, he and Charley, his horse, were crossing into Mexico again south of Douglas.




  Rain had moved through during the night. The air was clear and sweet with the scent of acacia and creosote. Charley’s hooves clopped sharply on the hardscrabble shale and lava rock surface as he and Wes moved southwest at an easy pace.




  The bright olive arms of the saguaro and organ pipe cacti strained more crisply against the blue sky. The green of the prickly pear and the fishhook barrel cacti were brighter against the drab brown background of the ground. Even the silver spun by the needles of the cholla seemed to glisten and shimmer more brightly.




  The last time he’d ridden into Mexico, it was in pursuit of his former lifelong friend, Otis McFadden. Mac had acted in collusion with the enemy. He had betrayed his oath to the Texas Rangers and abandoned his friends. Finally he’d chosen to slink away in the night instead of facing up to what he’d done and trusting his friends to see him through it.




  Still, in the end Wes was glad that he hadn’t killed the man himself. He and Mac had been spared just enough time to make their peace before his friend had slipped from this earth.




  This time he was hunting nobody but himself and his own peace of mind. On such a crisp, clear morning, his ghosts seemed less onerous. Three stood out:




  The Comanche war chief, Four Crows, had died at Wes’ hand, but with his pride intact, an honored, even revered, enemy. His passing had ushered out the age of the Comanche in north Texas.




  Mac, in betraying his oath, had lost the respect of everyone involved: the Indian, who had scalped him; Marisól Martinez, his former lover, whom he had abandoned out of hand; and Wes, his former lifelong friend.




  And Marisól herself, with whom Wes had grown close and fallen in love after Mac had snuck away in the night. Marisól was targeted and killed in the final Comanche raid on Amarillo.




  The perpetrator of that raid, a would-be Comanche war chief named Walking Man, was not among Wes’ regrettable ghosts. A spineless coward, he had murdered Marisól, a woman living alone, as a misguided act of vengeance for Wes having killed Four Crows in battle.




  But Wes had ridden a final time for the Rangers, to what had become known as the Battle of Phillips Bend. At that place along the Canadian River, Walking Man had paid dearly for his error in judgment. His abdomen ripped open by a bullet from Wes’ Colt, he had leapt into the river in a bid to escape. There he was struck repeatedly on the face and neck by water moccasins. It was an ugly, slow, painful and richly deserved death.




  The memories of Four Crows and even Mac would fade with time. Wes hoped to carry his memory of Marisól with him for the rest of his life. To that end, he was headed for her childhood home deep in Mexico.




  * * *




  A week into his journey, Wes welcomed the sound that filtered across the desert. Tap-ptang! Tap-ptang! Tap-ptang! There was a pause, and then the pattern was repeated. Another pause, and the pattern repeated again.




  Wes grinned. Canoso! He urged Charley into an easy canter for the remaining half-mile into town. On the near end of town he slowed Charley to a walk again and turned toward a small barn. The sign over the large double door read Caballeriza y Herrador ~ Canoso. Below, in smaller letters in English, it read, Livery Stable & Blacksmith ~ Canoso. On a newer third line it read Manuel Sifuentes, Propietario y Alguacil.




  A short Mexican man was standing at an anvil just inside the door. He was hammering out a horseshoe, but he stopped and looked up when Wes dismounted. “Sí, señor?” Then his eyes lit up and he smiled. “The Ranger, Wes Crowley!” He laid down his hammer and stepped around the anvil. “How are you, my friend?” He offered his hand.




  Wes grinned and shook his hand. “I am well, mi amigo. How are you, Manuel?”




  The grin still on his face, Manuel shrugged. “The sun comes up, the sun goes down. There is nothing new under the sun.”




  Wes pointed up at the sign. “‘Cept that, maybe. You’re the new sheriff, eh?”




  Again Manuel shrugged. “It has become a hobby. I have no jail.” He glanced past Wes. “Here comes mi diputado... my deputy.” He gestured with his chin.




  Wes turned around. The young store clerk he’d met a couple of months earlier was striding up the street toward them.




  Manuel said quietly, “You will remember his name also is Manuel, pero Manuel Ramón Canoso... his great great grandfather was the first to settle here. Since he has become my deputy, to save on confusion he now is called Ramón.”




  Wes nodded, and as the young man approached, he put out his hand. “Good to see you again, Manuel, my young friend. Except I hear it’s Ramón now, and you’re a deputy.” He grinned.




  The younger man grinned. “Señor Crowley, it is always a pleasure, sir.” On his chest was a five-pointed star. Two lines of hand-stamped text read Alguacil Diputado.




  Wes tapped the star lightly with one finger. “I hope you aren’t getting a lot of business.”




  He grinned. “No señor. But that is well. We have no jail.”




  Manuel the elder swept one arm in a broad gesture. “But we have a great deal of cemetery.”




  Wes glanced around and laughed. “You do at that. I hope you never have to start planting people in it.”




  “No, that has not happened yet, except the three men you met during your previous visit. One friend showed up to ask questions of Jorge, the bartender, but Ramón and I persuaded him to be on his way.”




  Wes looked from one to the other and back. “Really? Well I’m proud of both of you. It takes time and guts to talk a man out of dying when he’s got his heart set on it.”




  Ramón shrugged. “The shotgun did most of the talking.” He glanced at Manuel, then said, “The constable talked and the man listened, but most of the time his eyes were focused on the barrels of my shotgun.”




  Wes nodded. “Hard not to notice the business end of a ten-gauge.”




  Manuel said, “He seemed smarter than most. He rode east and hasn’t been back.”




  Wes looked at Ramón. “You still runnin’ the store too?”




  He nodded. “Sí, señor. Anything you need, come by.




  Wes looked at the sheriff. “So how’s our friend in the cantina?”




  Manuel laughed. “Still there, but not as timid as he once was. The man I was telling you about, the friend of the men you killed? The first shotgun he saw was the shotgun of the bartender.”




  Ramón took over. “Old Paco marched the man down the street to visit with our sheriff. I happened to see him come past the store, so I grabbed my 10 gauge and ran out. But he had the whole thing under control.”




  Manuel said, “When the three of them got here, Paco looked at the man, then spit in the dust at his feet. Then he looked up at me and said, ‘He is yours. If I see him again, I will kill him.’ I think that did a great deal to lay the groundwork for the speech I gave him.”




  Wes whistled. “That’d do it for me for sure. Two shotguns makin’ a spectacle of me right down the middle of the street.” He shook his head, then looked at Ramón. “I’ll stop by to get some supplies if you’re open for business. I’ll need everything like before: tortillas, frijoles, harina, café y tasajo.”




  Ramón grinned. “Y en español! Muy bueno, señor... y los albaricoques?”




  Wes laughed. “Yep. I do love those baby peaches.”




  Ramón looked at Manuel and grinned. “Alguacil mayor, I think you won’t have any problems with this desperado.” He glanced at Wes. “I’ll go now to fill your order, señor.”




  “Gracias, mi amigo.” Wes waved as Ramón left. He turned back to Manuel. “That’s a good young man.”




  Manuel nodded. “Yes. Will you be staying?”




  Wes shook his head. “No, not this time. Got a lot of thinkin’ to do, a lot of ground to cover.”




  “So you found your friend?”




  Wes looked at him for a long moment. “You were standing here when he came riding up, Manuel. You gettin’ old in the head?” Wes grinned.




  “Oh sí sí, I remember that one. Pero yo hablo de su amigo otro. The one with the big hat, señor... the one the more recent friend asked you about.”




  Wes looked at him, then at the ground, then at Manuel again. He nodded. “Yeah, I found him, Manuel. He’s buried now, up along the San Pedro.” He gestured vaguely to the north. “About forty miles from here.”




  Manuel hesitated, then said, “I am sorry for your loss.”




  Wes shrugged. “Well... just what it had to be.” He looked away for a moment, then back at Manuel.




  “And now you are on another search... but a more open ended one perhaps?”




  Wes nodded. “That I am, my friend. Do you know of the state of Guerrero?”




  “I have heard of it. It is very far from here to the south. Farther even than Mexico City. It is on the coast, I think, with the Pacific Ocean.”




  “Now what do you consider ‘very far’?”




  Manuel shrugged. “I have not been there myself, but others have said the trip took some months. Maybe two months? Three? Maybe four? It depends on your speed I suppose, and difficulties you might encounter along the way. You will go there?”




  “That I will.” He grinned. “Have to see a man about a train.”




  Manuel nodded as if he understood and pointed to the east. “You see the large mountains there?”




  Wes nodded.




  “Those are the Sierra Madres. Keep those in sight but always on your left and they will guide you to Guerrero. In four or five days they will disappear. Do not be fooled. Continue due south. They will reappear again in a few days.”




  Wes nodded again and stuck out his hand. As they shook, he said, “Thank you, Manuel. I won’t forget you, my friend. Maybe I’ll see you again someday.”




  Manuel shook his hand. “I hope so. All things are possible, mi amigo. Vaya con dios.”




  Wes nodded and mounted his horse. As he turned Charley around, Manuel said, “I hope you have good luck with the man and the train.”




  Wes glanced back. “Thanks,” he said, then waved as he rode toward the store.




  Ramón met him out front. He reached a package up to Wes. “I know you are in a hurry to be on your way, señor... mi amigo.” He grinned.




  As Wes took the package, he nodded. “I am at that.” He stowed the package in a saddle bag, then felt in his pocket for a coin. He offered it to Ramón. “This cover it?”




  Without looking at the coin, Ramón slipped it into his pocket. “Gracias, mi amigo. Y gracias para todo. Thank you for everything.”




  Wes leaned down and offered his hand. As they shook, Wes said, “Y gracias at tu, mi amigo, y para todo.”




  Wes turned Charley and waved.




  Ramón waved. “Vaya con dios, mi amigo.”




  Wes nudged Charley into a canter and they rode south out of town.




  * * *




  Eventually the trail led into another small town with only a single cross street. A large, round, whitewashed well was centered in that junction. Around the base of it was a public watering trough, a sign of a friendly town. Wes reined-in and took off his hat. He pulled a bandanna from his pocket and mopped his brow, then put his hat back on. He nudged Charley forward in a walk as he looked about.




  In the distance, near the other end of town, a dust cloud followed a few children as they ran, playing with a large wooden hoop. They raced alongside it, keeping it moving with the sticks. Their laughter seemed out of place in the oppressive heat. A small dog was running with them, occasionally nipping at the hoop. There was nobody else on the street.




  The buildings were all of adobe brick. Occasionally off the side of the main adobe structure was a lean-to with saguaro-skeleton uprights and an interwoven ocotillo-branch roof. At the far end of town was what appeared to be a small Spanish mission with buttressed adobe walls and large, plain wooden double doors. The chapel seemed in disrepair, and one door was hanging half-open.




  At the trough, Wes reined-in and dismounted. He removed both canteens from where they were hanging from the pommel of his saddle and filled them, then put them back. He looked about again for a moment, then cupped his hands and drank. Then he took off his hat and splashed water over his neck and face before putting his hat back on. The hatband was so slick with sweat that it slipped into place easily.




  “It is good to see you, señor.”




  Wes spun, his Colt suddenly in his hand.




  The man raised both hands about shoulder high, but laughed lightly. “Ahh... so you are searching for something, eh? Or perhaps riding away from something?”




  Wes studied the man’s eyes for a brief moment, then eased the hammer down as he returned his revolver to the holster. “Sorry. Been alone on the trail for awhile.” He gestured toward the other end of town. “Nobody about but those kids, so I thought—”




  The man laughed again as he lowered his hands. “I understand, señor. But it is siesta. The sun is at its happiest. When it smiles this brightly we lesser creatures,” and he made a small running figure in the palm of his left hand with two fingers from his right, “we scurry into hiding for awhile.” He shrugged. “It is only the smart thing to do.” He looked at Wes as if to appraise him. “But you are aware of these things. You are traveling from Texas, no?”




  Wes nodded and grinned. “I am, but it’s been a long trip by way of New Mexico Territory and Arizona Territory.” He looked about again. “There a cantina around here?”




  “Oh yes, yes... I am just on my way to open it again after siesta.” He turned his head and pointed. “You see the long building there? When I can manage some paint, on the side it will read Canotea Cantina: Carlos Salazár, Proprietor.” He grinned, then started away, but stopped and looked back. He gestured to Wes to follow him. “Please, bring your horse, señor. You can leave him out back. There is a shelter to get him out of the happy sun for awhile, and he will have a friend with whom he can discuss the world as it is today. He is welcome to share the alfalfa y avena.”




  “Thanks, señor Salazár. I’m Wes Crowley.” He pointed at his horse. “That’s ol’ Charley. We appreciate your hospitality, and I know he’ll be grateful for the oats.”




  As they walked, Carlos looked at Wes. “So who are you seeking, señor? I think he did not come this way. There have been no strangers here in a very long time... even months.”




  Wes laughed. “Nah, I’m not looking for anybody.” He looked around for a moment, then back. “Truth is, I was looking for awhile... a good while, but I finally gave it up.”




  Carlos nodded. “Of course... of course.” In front of the cantina, he stopped and gestured. “You can take your friend around that way. There’s a section of fence where you can leave the saddle. Come in through the back door and I will have your cerveza ready.”




  Wes looked at him and nodded. “Okay, thanks.” Then he led Charley up an alley alongside the cantina.




  Past the back corner of the cantina, across a small courtyard was an ancient adobe barn. The walls were three feet thick. Attached to the near outside wall was a lean-to shelter. A loosely woven ocotillo branch roof was supported by five narrow posts across the front. A small corral extended away from the back of the lean-to and the side of the barn.




  The lean-to was divided by rail fences into four stalls. Each was more of a pen, large enough for two horses to stand abreast or for one to turn around comfortably. The first three stalls had a straw floor and generally smelled of hot dust with a slight scent of stale urine around the edges.




  Across the front of the last stall, an extra old splintered rail served as a gate. Inside that stall were several hand-tied bales of alfalfa hay. The air in the stall smelled of heat and the green dust of alfalfa. In the back corner was a large vat of dried oats. In that corner the bland aroma of grain mixed with the dusty green.




  Another horse was in the third stall. Wes grinned. Must be the friend Carlos mentioned. Charley’ll have some company. He led Charley into the second stall and removed his saddle. He set it heavily on the fence of the stall, then removed his saddle bags and draped them over the saddle.




  He went into the final stall and got a flake of hay and a small bucket of oats for Charley. After he’d repositioned the splintered rail, he went back to Charley’s stall and retrieved his carbine from the saddle scabbard. “Charley, you enjoy chatting with your new friend here and I’ll see you in an hour or two.”




  Wes crossed the small courtyard on a well-traveled track. As he stopped at the back door, dust hovered around his boots.




  When he worked the wooden latch, it was warm in his hand, but stepping into the cantina was like walking into a cave. The air was easily ten degrees cooler inside than out. It smelled of dust, old candles and oiled mesquite wood. The lighting was dim, just diluted sunlight filtering through a few slit windows cut high into the north and south walls. He stopped just inside the back door to let his eyes adjust.
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